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ABSTRACT
In recent years, there has been a dramatic spike in student arrests for behaviors
that previously fell under the auspices of suspensions, expulsions, or family
consultations. Black and Latinx students receive discipline and law enforcement referrals
at superfluous levels compared to White peers. Additionally, the disproportionate and
aggressive referral of Black, Indigenous, and People of Color (BIPOC) students for
disciplinary action are often for infractions that are considered less severe than the
actions of their White counterparts. Punitive discipline advances school-based pathways
to the juvenile justice system (SPJJ), formerly known as the school to prison pipeline
(STPP). School psychologists are poised for involvement in disciplinary considerations
and action in schools.
This dissertation investigates practices that support collaborative practices
between school psychologists and school resource officers (SRO), specifically pertaining
to disciplinary measures and law enforcement referrals that disproportionately impact
Black youth. Manuscript One offers an examination of current school discipline and
school resource officer literature. The review of literature demonstrates a gap in research
related to the role of SROs and how school psychologists are primed to collaborate with
school resource officers. Considering the gap, partnership domains between SROs and
ii

school psychologists are proposed. Manuscript One holds the potential to improve
relationships between SROs and school psychologists, naming school psychologists to
act as an ally for students of color, especially when it comes to disciplinary actions.
Consequently, Manuscript Two details a qualitative case study examining the roles and
experiences of fourteen SROs employed at a local school district. Descriptive case
context and within case thematic analysis further define SROs and their duties. Derived
from the findings, school psychologists and SROs are asked to collaborate to diminish
SPJJ. Recommendations include: school psychologists training SROs in multiple areas,
building robust memorandum of understanding, full transparency about discipline data,
and universally implementing positive, trauma-informed practices.
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INTRODUCTION
The National Association of School Psychologists (NASP) identified and
published a guide for school psychologist roles, outlining ten Practice Model Domains.
The identified domains define the bounds, knowledge, skills, and responsibilities school
psychologists possess. These domains create expectations for school psychologist service
delivery, including the responsibility to promote safe, supportive schools and engage in
equitable practices for diverse student populations. This model emphasizes
comprehensive school psychologist practice through encouraging direct and indirect
school system interventions targeting youth mental health and academic success. School
psychologists have a deep and wide array of responsibilities in their role, including
involvement in advocating for appropriate and effective alternatives to punitive
disciplinary measures. Research indicates the harmful lasting effect that punitive school
discipline measures have on youth, including but not limited to disengaging from the
school community, decrease in academic level, dropping out of school, and juvenile
justice involvement (Bell, 2015; Curtis, 2014; McCarter, 2016; Skiba et al., 2014).
School psychologists should feel obligated to be involved in discipline decision making
because of the direct impact on student success.
In order to fully comprehend school discipline use, school psychologists must
understand the position of police in schools. School resource officers (SROs) are defined
1

by the Education Commission of the States as: “school security officers and guards;
school law enforcement officers; volunteer school safety personnel; school sentinels;
school marshals; school guardians; constables; retired police officers; and peace,
municipal, prevention and protection officers” (2019). The National Association of
School Resource Officers (NASRO) offers threefold description SRO roles: law
enforcement, teaching, and mentoring (Canady et al., 2012). School resource officers
ensure a safe campus through involvement in criminal matters that occur on school
grounds, which sometimes includes criminalizing youth for their misbehavior. School
psychologists should delve into understanding SRO impact on youth outcomes, aiding in
acknowledging where school psychologists can offer their advocacy and collaboration
skills to support youth success.
Youth today are criminalized via ticketing and arresting for misbehaviors that
were once handled in school by administrators (Sander & Fisher, 2014). The
criminalization of youth on school grounds began with the implementation of zero
tolerance policies. By 1997 zero-tolerance policies were enacted in approximately 80% of
schools, giving schools the leeway to incorporate metal detectors at entrances and
increase the presence of police officers in an attempt to discourage crimes from occurring
(Bell, 2015; Curtis, 2014). Zero tolerance policies were created for guns and weapon
violations on school grounds, but it quickly expanded to other student behavioral
infractions, such as threatening others and drug possession (Pigott et al., 2018).
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Criminalization of students was born out of zero tolerance policies through the
use of three conventional exclusionary disciplinary options: in-school suspension, out-ofschool suspension, and expulsion. Suspension as discipline is the most widely used
action, covering a broad range of behaviors (Bear & Manning, 2014; Skiba et al., 2014).
Even just one suspension can have lasting negative effects on students including:
increases the probability of a student falling behind in their classes; repeating a whole
grade; pushing students out of school causing them to dropout; and an increase in the
likelihood of criminal justice system contact after exclusionary discipline measures are
taken ((Bell, 2015; McCarter, 2016). These negative impacts of exclusionary discipline
measures disproportionately impact Black, Indigenous, and People of Color (BIPOC).
This dissertation includes two interconnected manuscripts exploring school
discipline, the role of SROs, and how school psychologists are poised to fight against
school-based pathways to the juvenile justice system which disproportionately impacts
BIPOC. The first manuscript explores the history of exclusionary discipline use in
schools, including a brief summary of where SROs were founded, and how school
psychologists are in a position to be involved in school discipline measures. This
manuscript acknowledges the dearth of research related to SROs and their responsibilities
in school. In order to further comprehend the impact of SROs, the evolution and
trajectory of zero tolerance policies, exclusionary discipline practices, and the impact
these systems have on BIPOC must be explored. In light of these concerns, manuscript
one details the foundation of these punitive practices, delivering an overview of roles and
3

responsibilities, ultimately leading to a call to action. Per this review of literature and
current practices, school psychologists are called upon to engage in conversation and
collaboration with SROs in an attempt to advocate for appropriate and effective discipline
measures.
Manuscript two answers continuous calls within literature to understand the roles
and responsibilities of SROs. School discipline is reviewed in terms of SRO
responsibilities, school psychologist roles, and criminalization of youth. In order to add to
the literature about SROs, a qualitative study investigating their roles is proposed in
manuscript two. The qualitative study is a single case study of a local school district’s use
of their SROs by investigating the employed SROs. This investigation addresses three
research questions: (1) How do SROs describe their defined role in their assigned
school?; (2) How do SROs decide whether to involve themselves in disciplinary actions
via the following: referral to juvenile justice system, ticketing, and/or arresting youth?;
and (3) To what extent do SROs perceive that they effectively perform their role?
Interviews with and observations of SROs employed by the school district that
participated in this study provided deep insight into their experiences, information, and
opinions about their roles. Additionally, review of documents provided guidelines,
responsibilities, and influence of individuals in the school district related to discipline.
Findings from with-in case analysis illuminate four main themes: Responsibilities,
Unique Profile of SROs, Influence on Discipline, and Shared Experiences of SROs.
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Together these two manuscripts explore the gap in literature related to the impact
of school discipline measures and responsibilities of SROs, ultimately facilitating
conversation about how school psychologists can expand their role by advocating for
effective alternative discipline measures and through partnering with SROs. These
manuscripts provide guidance for school psychologists in creating conversation,
collaboration, and partnership with leadership teams surrounding the implementation of
equitable services for the youth they serve. Ultimately calling upon school psychologists
to use their skills and training to share knowledge with SROs and administrators in the
fight towards ending school-based pathways to the juvenile justice system.
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MANUSCRIPT 1
PARTNERING WITH SCHOOL RESOURCE OFFICERS: MITIGATING
SCHOOL VIOLENCE THROUGH CONSULTATION
The National Association of School Psychologists (NASP), in their Principles of
Professional Ethics (2010b), outlines the role of school psychologists as avatars of justice
and fairness; ones who welcome all students regardless of “race, ethnicity, color, religion,
ancestry, national origin, immigration status, socioeconomic status, primary language,
gender, sexual orientation, gender expression, disability, or any other distinguishing
characteristics” (NASP, 2010b, p. 308). This ethical onus deputizes school psychologists
as social justice agents – as collaborators who can provide guidelines for consultation and
interaction with other school professionals (e.g., mental health team members, teachers,
administration) and as advocates for students (Shriberg & Moy, 2014). One area of
collaboration and advocacy that has been overlooked in discussions of social justice,
however, is relationships with school-based law enforcement and the disciplinary
measures and outcomes they impact. School resource officers (SROs) serve as law
enforcement on school campuses. Their actions dictate whether they contribute to overall
campus safety or act as vehicles to criminalize child and adolescent behavior. There are
numerous examples in the news highlight both negative and positive contributions of
SRO daily interactions.
6

A deeper understanding of our SROs and what makes some successful agents of
public safety versus those who criminalize behaviors that could be mitigated with proper
classroom management must be explored. Currently, there is a vague societal
understanding of how to utilize police officers in our school systems correctly (Ryan et
al., 2018; Fisher & Hennessy, 2016). Across the minimal literature published about SROs
and school discipline, there are varying opinions on the impact they have on school
culture and climate. Specifically, some reviews are positive, and some are negative. Some
studies report the underlying purpose of SROs as primarily being safety agents, ignoring
any negative impact they may have on student outcomes; others recognize the effects on
student outcomes as detrimental to future success.
A more robust understanding of the role and experiences of SROs amongst school
psychologists is needed if parents, teachers, administration, and students are to see school
practices rooted in social justice. A mutual understanding of the roles and responsibilities
SROs possess would allow for stronger communication and create avenues for advocacy
pertaining to the best interest of the students. A key role of school psychology practice
exists in collaboration with other school professionals to create a safe, positive, united
school climate; therefore, school psychologists should consult with SROs and leadership
regarding planning and implementation of discipline to ensure that equitable measures
are practiced (Bear & Manning, 2014). School psychologist’s background knowledge can
be utilized to assist in selecting a school-wide social/emotional curriculum for
implementation as a preventive measure. This paper serves as a call to action for school
7

psychologists. School psychologists should use their consultative and advocation skills to
better relate to and understand the role of SROs in an effort to find ways to support them,
while additionally using their platform to voice knowledge on evidence-based practices
and disciplinary measures that contribute to positive school culture and climate.
Disciplinary Practices
Schools rely on disciplinary practices to correct and address student misbehavior.
Although current trends within school psychology and the broader education field
encourages positive behaviors and restorative practices, discipline is founded in punitive
measures and continues to be a source of tension for marginalized student populations
(Gregory et al., 2018). Zero tolerance and exclusionary policies are two of the most
popular yet punitive measures in the modern era schools.
Zero Tolerance
We all agree that schools have the responsibility of maintaining a safe and
disciplined environment for learning. Starting in the 1990’s, schools sought out ways to
deter violent crimes from being committed on school property, prevent weapons on
school grounds, and discourage students from using drugs (Bell, 2015; Lynch et al.,
2016; Curtis, 2014; Pigott et al., 2018). With that, zero tolerance policies were enacted
with the assumption that by removing disruptive students, it would deter other students
from engaging in disruptive behaviors and create a more positive learning environment
for those still in school (“Are zero tolerance polices effective," 2008). Essentially, the
schools aimed to kick out the bad, troublemaking youth so the good, well-behaved
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students could continue to learn (Losen, 2013). However, by the year 1997, widespread
zero-tolerance policies, enacted explicitly in approximately 80% of schools, gave some
schools the leeway to incorporate metal detectors at school entrances and increase the
presence of police officers and other armed guards in an attempt to discourage crimes
from occurring on school property (Bell, 2015; Curtis, 2014). Schools may have adopted
zero tolerance policies for guns and weapons, but it was expanded to other behavioral
infractions seen in students, such as threatening others and drug possession (Pigott et al.,
2018). By 1997, 91% of schools in the United States put zero-tolerance policies in place
for weapons other than guns; 88% of public schools reported they established zerotolerance policies regarding drugs, 87% for alcohol, and 79% for violence (Curtis, 2014).
Now, many schools use zero tolerance policies for criminalization of behaviors
that do not pose safety concerns, such as disobedience, insubordination, truancy, and
disruptive behavior (McCarter, 2018; Pigott et al., 2018). And as with many law
enforcement policies, zero tolerance policies have been unfairly applied to BIPOC
populations. Three decades of research show that Black students have been suspended
from school and incarcerated at higher rates than White peers, even though zero tolerance
policies were initially intended to deter all offenders from committing crimes (Bell, 2015;
Heitzeg, 2009; Okonofua et al., 2016). These disparities are represented in school
discipline in both urban and suburban schools (Bell, 2015).
Schools leverage zero tolerance policies to enact mandatory suspensions and
expulsions and punitive disciplinary measures for student behaviors that include fighting,
9

harassment, vandalism, disobedience, obscene language, and truancy (Mallett, 2016;
Marsh, 2014). The misapplication of this policy is wide-ranging. Zero tolerance policies
have been used to support the removal of students from the school for having aspirin at
school, claiming it fell under the drug category, or using paper clips, reporting that they
could be a weapon (“Are zero tolerance policies effective,” 2008; Bell, 2015; Curtis,
2014; Heitzeg, 2009; Pigott et al., 2018). As a result, data from the US Department of
Education’s Office for Civil Rights Data Collection shows an increase from 1.7 million to
over 3 million students suspended or expelled from 1974 to 2010, which is nearly an
increase of double the students. Due to punitive, zero-tolerance discipline policies, in the
academic year of 2011-2012, 18 million instructional days were lost in the United States
(Schiff, 2018).
Another significant impact that stems from the use of zero-tolerance policies is
the negative affect on a school’s climate (Skiba et al., 2014). Educators and researchers
have long acknowledged school climate as a way to improve the academic, social,
emotional, and behavioral environment of schools and perceptions of students (Thapa et
al., 2013). The harsh punitive measures that stem from zero-tolerance policies not only
push students out of school, but they create an unwelcoming environment for students
(Curtis, 2014; Skiba, Arredondo, & Williams, 2014). Students have reported
resemblances of correctional facilities in their schools, naming the installation of metal
detectors and the implementation of bag searches (Bell, 2015).

10

Schools have been ever increasing their security measures and using prisonresembling installments in an attempt to control youth despite the overwhelming
evidence that crime amongst youth is declining and that schools continue to offer one of
the safest places for students (Schiff, 2018). Approximately 6% of all public schools in
the U.S. have implemented metal detectors, 36% of all schools use security cameras, and
42% of schools utilize security guards (Mallett, 2016). These security measures
disproportionately impact Black students; to wit, 26% of Black students report walking
through metal detectors to get into school, compared to only 5% of White students
(Mallett, 2016). As one Black male student who was pushed out of school due to
suspension or expulsion stated:
I did not want to go to school because I felt uncomfortable in the environment.
The cameras were always watching you. You felt like you were constantly under
observation. At times it appeared that the security guards were always breathing
in your personal space (Caton, 2012, p. 1065).
These top control measures that schools implement often resemble prison like climates
and do not have positive impacts on school climate, nor reduce school violence through
deterrence, particularly for low-income, urban schools (Mallett, 2016; Pigott, Stearns, &
Khey, 2018; Schiff, 2018).
Schools have adopted zero-tolerance policies as guidelines for disciplinary
actions, resulting in schools using the referral of students to law enforcement (Curtis,
2014; Pigott, et al., 2018). However, no evidence exists in supporting the effectiveness of
zero tolerance policies, leading to the suggestion that these policies are enacted out of
fear and more as a symbolic reassurance for the community that “strong actions” are
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taken to prevent disorder in schools (Pigott et al., 2018). The expulsion or suspension of
students often incubates more of the same disciplinary actions, leading to poor academic
achievement because of the significant amount of class time not received (Curtis, 2014).
Removing or pushing students out of school and into the criminal justice system often
leads to continuity in misbehavior (Curtis, 2014). Zero tolerance policies see to
significantly cause more harm than good, and they seem to have given school systems
legal protections to act on their institutional racism and implicit bias (Pentek &
Eisenberg, 2018). Thus, as school psychologists, we must ask, “Do zero tolerance
policies continue to serve their original function or are they being used to
disproportionately punish students for behaviors that are not an imminent threat?”
Exclusionary Practices
Zero-tolerance policies give schools and SROs three conventional disciplinary
options: in-school suspension, out-of-school suspension, and expulsion. Schools across
the nation are vastly different and exhibit a variety of challenges; consequently, antiviolence and disciplinary policies within each school are inconsistent (Mallett, 2016).
While there are best-practice suggestions in the literature, most district and schools create
guidelines around utilization, which often depends on the enrollment size, location of the
school, and demographic makeup (Mallett, 2016).
The most common disciplinary tactic used is in-school suspension, allowing
students to come to school but not attend their usual classes; instead, students complete
lessons in a disciplinary classroom. Most offenses that result in suspension are nonviolent
12

and less disruptive, such as disobedience, disrespect, attendance problems, and class
disruption (McCarter, 2016; Skiba et al., 2014). The suspension method is the most
widely used disciplinary action covering a broad range of behaviors (Bear & Manning,
2014; Skiba et al., 2014). There is a direct link between being suspended and receiving
future exclusionary discipline actions for behaviors that threaten school safety and are
considered criminal; additionally, the most severe acts account for a small portion of
behaviors exhibited in school (Skiba et al., 2014). Typically, the probability that
suspension or expulsion is recommended increases with the perceived significance of the
behavior or offense (Pigott et al., 2018; Skiba et al., 2014). Suspension occurs among
approximately one-third of office referrals, and expulsions occur roughly every 1 in 1,000
referrals (Skiba et al., 2014).
Out-of-school suspensions require students to stay home for an identified amount
of time. Out-of-school suspensions are the most frequently used disciplinary measure for
day-to-day school disruptions like defiance and non-compliance, showing that the use
reaches beyond serious or dangerous behaviors (Skiba et al., 2014). One study reports
that only 3% of all school-based offenses are related to weapons or violent crime which
are considered “serious behaviors,” meaning 97% of all school-based offenses are
behaviors such as disrespect (McCarter, 2016). In further context, schools use
suspensions as a corrective behavioral technique for infractions that are non-violent and
minor, such as disobedience, disrespect, and general classroom disruption (Ryan et al.,
2018; Skiba et al., 2014).
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For expulsions, students are not allowed to come back to their original school;
they are required to enroll in another school. School exclusions, which removes students
with behaviors deemed disruptive from the educational environment, negatively affects a
student’s perception of school culture and climate (Skiba et al., 2014). Exclusionary
school practices, specifically out-of-school suspension and expulsion increases the risk
for severe outcomes, for instance, dropping out of school and involvement with the
juvenile justice system (Pigott et al., 2018; Skiba et al., 2014). Just one suspension
experience increases the risk of dropping out of school by 77% and surges the chance for
contact with the juvenile justice system (McCarter, 2016; Pigott et al., 2018). The
American Academy of Pediatrics (2003) put out a policy statement regarding
exclusionary discipline, stating:
Without the services of trained professionals and without a parent at home during
the day, students with out-of-school suspensions and expulsions are far more
likely to commit crimes. A Centers for Disease Control and Prevention study
found that when youth are not at school, they are more likely to become involved
in a physical fight and to carry a weapon. Out-of-school adolescents are also more
likely to smoke; use alcohol, marijuana, and cocaine; and engage in sexual
intercourse. (p. 1207).
This is especially problematic for SPJJ as there is an established link between the rate of
expulsion/out-of-school suspension and negative school climate perceptions amongst
students of color (Gregory & Weinstein, 2008; Skiba et al., 2014).
To further disconnect students from school, school exclusionary discipline is
associated with lower academic achievement (Skiba et al., 2014). Academic engagement
decreases with the use of school exclusion via suspension and expulsion; additionally, the
14

decrease in academic engagement negatively impacts student academic achievement
(Skiba et al., 2014). Curtis (2014) states that zero-tolerance policies might be contributing
to the high level of dropout rates among students that receive punitive discipline. Zerotolerance enforcement forces students out of school as a result of punitive disciplinary
measures. Removing students from school has a multitude of adverse impacts, including
risk of future incarceration. More often than not, discretionary misbehaviors have become
criminalized instead of addressed within the school system (Sander & Fisher, 2014).
Criminalization of Youth
In response to the fear sparked by the Columbine shooting, “the number of US
high schools with armed security guards tripled” from 1997 to 2007 (Bell, 2015, p. 16).
This dramatic transformation caused schools to go from a learning environment to a place
of strict rules and punishment to teach life lessons (Bell, 2015). Zero-tolerance and
exclusionary policies have disseminated more complications than solved within the
academic system by criminalizing student behavior, resulting in students being pushed
out of schools and into the criminal justice system (Bell, 2015; Sander & Fisher, 2014).
Police officers on school property has created an increase in the number of students
arrested on school property between 300-500% since the implementation of zero
tolerance policies in the nineties (Mallett, 2016). The law enforcement officers placed in
schools served as a direct avenue between schools and the justice system. The decision to
place officers in schools put school police officers in the role of directly handling
behavior problems. Trends suggest that the presence of police in schools increases the
15

likelihood of student arrest for misconduct that used to be addressed by school
administration as a disciplinary issue for going against school policy (Curtis, 2014).
Besides criminalizing behaviors of students, zero-tolerance and exclusionary
policies negatively impact academic achievement. For example, former students report
they fell behind on their classwork, and were not able to catch up upon return, as a
natural consequence of their suspension (Bell, 2015). Even just one suspension increases
the probability of a student falling behind in their classes enough to repeat that grade
(McCarter, 2016). Exclusionary discipline measures cause 31% of students to repeat a
whole grade and push 10% out of school, historically referred to as having “dropped out”
(McCarter, 2016). Additionally, 1 out of every 7 students that have received at least one
suspension or expulsion reported criminal justice contact following the disciplinary
measure, supporting the notion that there is an increase in the likelihood of criminal
justice system contact after exclusionary discipline measures are taken (McCarter, 2016).
Disproportionality
There is a disproportionate imbalance concerning which students receive
disciplinary actions. White students are sent to the office for offenses like vandalism or
leaving the classroom without permission, while Black students are sent out of the
classroom for ‘disrespectful behavior’ or ‘excessive noise’; objective vs. subjective
reasonings (Curtis, 2014). Administrators generally apply more exclusionary discipline
actions to Black and Latino youth, compared to Asian and White counterparts (Gregory
et al., 2018). Black students are shown to have a significantly higher likelihood of
16

receiving out of school suspension compared to White students in similar low-income
statuses and low academic performance; Black females have a 13% higher chance of
receiving discipline than their whit counterparts (Gregory et al., 2018). When looking at
teacher reports of disruptive behavior in the classroom, Black students, compared to their
White peers, had a higher likelihood of receiving one or more referrals to the office for
disciplinary measures (Bradshaw et al., 2010; Gregory et al., 2018). When comparing
reports of disruptive behaviors from teachers amongst Black and White students, Black
youth are asked to leave the classroom for misbehavior or misconduct more often
(Gregory et al., 2018). Gregory et al. (2018) states that multiple studies have reported that
school staff are more likely to perceive Black students as problematic, threatening,
oppositional, or deserve more harsh disciplinary actions for misbehavior compared to
White and Asian students. One cause for this might be differential processing, which is
defined as the racial disparities observed in educators’ decisions regarding consequence
options in disciplinary actions for youth (Gregory et al., 2018). Delving into the literature
supports this claim, as discrepancies in exclusionary discipline measures have been found
to occur due to race, ethnicity, socioeconomic status, ability status, gender, sexual
identity, and sexual orientation (Bottiani et al., 2018; Losen et al., 2015; Smith & Harper,
2015).
Research has shown that Black students have been suspended, expelled, and
incarcerated at a higher rate in comparison to their white counterparts (Bell, 2015; Skiba
et al., 2014). The suspension rate for Black males is four times higher than their White
17

peers (Bell, 2015). During the 2009- 2010 school year, approximately 31% of Black
middle school boys were suspended at least once (Bell, 2015). During a study conducted
about the lives of 40 African American and Latino boys between the ages of fourteen and
seventeen living in Oakland, CA, all forty boys reported that their first encounter with the
police happened at or near their school (Rios, 2011). Research still demonstrates that
Black students comprise the majority in every school disciplinary measure (Curtis, 2014;
Skiba et al., 2014).
Black students are overrepresented amongst all disciplinary measures, including
referrals to the police, suspension, and expulsion (Curtis, 2014). Approximately 23% or
one in four Black adolescent students across the nation receive out-of-school suspensions
in a given academic year (Bottiani et al., 2018; Losen et al., 2015). Approximately 49%
of Black students in high school report receiving a suspension at some point, compared to
18% of White peers, nationwide (Bottiani et al., 2018). The students that are most
affected by the current punitive policies are low-income males of color (Mallett, 2016).
Black males are six to eight times more likely to receive suspension compared to White
females (Bottiani et al., 2018; Losen et al., 2015). Additionally, one-third of Black male
students with an identified disability experience suspension once or more times per year
(Bottiani et al., 2018; U.S. Department of Education, Office for Civil Rights, 2014).
Additionally, Black youth offenders are referred to the juvenile court system by
their school 140% more often than their White peers (Mallett, 2016). Not only do
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students of color receive harsher punishment from schools, but then they are sentenced
more severely in courts, particularly in urban settings (Curtis, 2014).
Life Outcomes
The mere presence of SROs on school grounds provides an opportunity for more
frequent interactions between students and police, possibly increasing the likelihood of
and exposure to arrest (Wolf, 2014). Arresting students often negatively impact their life.
An arrest on record disrupts the lives of youth by obstructing employment opportunities,
hindering college admission, and forces at-risk students into SPJJ (Wolf, 2014).
Thrusting youth into SPJJ can perpetuate the sense of disconnect with the school,
teachers, and other staff, an outcome resulting from adverse school climate. Further,
students report when they engage in violence at school, it is related to feelings of
loneliness, isolation, and a dislike for school, and students who do not feel attached or
connected to their school or community are prone to exhibit violent behaviors, creating
an untenable cycle (Theriot, 2016).
There is a positive correlation between involvement with the juvenile justice
system and further crime committed, meaning that youth are at risk for habitual offending
over time and a future negative relationship with the justice system (Tasgin et al., 2015).
Dropping out of high school increases the risk of future incarceration. The rate of
incarceration is much higher amongst males that drop out of high school (Western &
Wildeman, 2009). Dropping out of high school has shown to increase the probability of
being incarcerated by 40 times (Western & Wildeman, 2009). Exclusionary discipline
19

practices increase the chance of dropping out of school, and as a natural consequence,
dropping out of school makes the probability of incarceration surge.
Rates of incarceration are higher for high school male students that do not
complete their degree; as an example, 34% of Black male high school non-completers
were in prison or jail (Western & Wildeman, 2009). Arresting students on school grounds
typically leads to minor penalties from the juvenile court; however, it develops a record
with the criminal justice system (Curtis, 2014). The youth are often pathologized as
criminals, juvenile delinquents, and dangerous. The juvenile system places great
importance on prior offenses, which means subsequent crimes, regardless of how
minuscule, may hold more weight on sentencing a new offense (Curtis, 2014). A study of
a midwestern juvenile court found that among youth appearing in court for their third or
fourth offense, 53% were removed from their home and 40% were imprisoned (Curtis,
2014). Having a previous record increases the risk of future charges that are more severe
for behaviors that could be relatively minor. Students pushed out of school face a lifetime
of challenges, including being at risk for incarceration and trying to find work without a
high school diploma, within a justice system that works against them (Mallett, 2016).
School Resource Officers
Looking at the historical background of SROs and considering the significant,
quick rise of SROs, it is understandable why defining their role is challenging. Numerous
professionals identify SROs as “a certified peace officer employed by local or county law
enforcement agencies and assigned to a particular school or schools that promote a safe
20

learning environment for all involved” (Cray & Weiler, 2011, p. 164). Others describe
SROs as “surrogate parents, coaches, and an ‘extra pair of hands’ for school
administrators” (Thurau & Wald, 2009, p. 978). SROs take on many roles in their career,
and their responsibilities vary significantly by school level, enrollment size, and
urbanicity (Cray & Weiler, 2011).
Roles Defined
In an attempt to universalize their function, the Education Commission of the
States defined SRO as: “school security officers and guards; school law enforcement
officers; volunteer school safety personnel; school sentinels; school marshals; school
guardians; constables; retired police officers; and peace, municipal, prevention and
protection officers” (2019). The National Association of School Resource Officers
(NASRO) offers a threefold definition of the role of SROs: law enforcement, teaching,
and mentoring (Canady et al., 2012). Many identify that saving lives is the most critical
aspect of their job as they are held responsible for enforcing the law. Teaching programs
like Drug Abuse Resistance Education (DARE) and Gang Resistance Education and
Training (GREAT), and serving as mentors to the community, including teachers and
students, is yet another vital role SROs fill. The Police Foundation (2016) consolidated
the two previous definitions and delineates three primary SRO roles:
(1) “Educator and Mentor: Officers work in classrooms on topics related to
policing such as policing as a career, criminal investigation, alcohol and drug
awareness, gangs, crime prevention, conflict resolution/restorative justice and
motor vehicle safety;
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(2) Community Liaison and Problem Solver: Officers are familiar with the key
community resources available to them including mental health services,
substance abuse assessment, and treatment providers, child protective
services, shelters, domestic violence services, and family counseling agencies;
and,
(3) Protector and Enforcer: Officers are responsible for public safety within the
established school boundaries as they ensure the campus is safe from
intruders. Providing information to students and school personnel about law
enforcement matters; assuming primary responsibility for handling calls for
service from the school and in coordinating the response of other police
resources. Addressing crime, monitoring/subduing gangs, and drug-related
activities; serving as hall monitors, truancy enforcers, and crossing guards;
and responding to off-campus criminal activity involving students” (p. 3 – 4).
Despite these guidelines, SROs continue to have multiple roles with schools,
including enforcing, advising, and teaching law (Barnes, 2016; Coon & Travis, 2012).
While the above functions provide general information about the job, the day-to-day
responsibilities and actions of SROs remain a mystery. They are generally misunderstood
by the public, parents, students, administrators, and the courts (Thurau & Wald, 2009).
There is a persistent issue amongst the lack of clarity in SRO programs, from the defining
policy level to implementation (Ryan et al., 2018). Additionally, they are often subject to
very different interpretations by police and school officials within each district (Thurau &
Wald, 2009). As an example, in 2019, the Education Commission of the States found a
broad spectrum of definitions and what the position looks like across the nation. Only
twenty-nine of the fifty states offered a description of SROs in their state statutes, and
just twenty-eight of the fifty states outlined required training for SROs (Education
Commission of the States, 2019). Currently, individual states continue to have different
terms and unique definitions of the SRO position.
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Internal confusion about the roles of SRO’s creates public confusion; there is a
large discrepancy in the perception of SROs and their impact on American youth’s
trajectory to the juvenile justice system (Pigott, et al., 2018). Despite the initial mission of
being placed in schools to aid in preventing students from committing crimes, school data
shows that SRO presence has increased the frequency of student arrests and student
exposure to law enforcement, which has intensified the influx of students into the
criminal justice system (Coon & Travis, 2012; Wolf, 2014). America transitioned
approximately over 260,000 students from school to law enforcement, arresting nearly
92,000 on school property, and physically restraining another 70,000 students during the
academic year (Ryan et al., 2018; U.S. Department of Education, 2014). SRO policing
strategies have a direct impact on the number of youths referred to the juvenile justice
system. Some infractions and the subsequent juvenile justice system referrals are justified
under zero-tolerance policies while other have to do with exclusionary punishment (Ryan
et al., 2018; U.S. Department of Education, 2014).
School Police Training
Research shows that the curriculum SROs receive, though not always required,
focuses on ‘juvenile justice code’ and law-related issues. The NASRO offers a 40-hour
training program that includes topics regarding functions of law enforcement, mentoring
students, ethics, and some classroom management techniques (2012). The
recommendation that SROs receive information on promoting positive school climate,
including interactions with students and decreasing conflict by understanding
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developmental periods of youth, is imperative but is not the current focus (Ryan et al.,
2018). Without the knowledge of how-to best work with students and understanding their
level of development, SROs can make uninformed decisions when it comes to
disciplinary actions, which contributes to the SPJJ.
In some cases, SROs may find themselves in an administrative or leadership role
with an obligation to contribute to decisions regarding the safety, culture, and function of
the school. This responsibility is concerning as most SROs have not received formal
training in these areas (Weiler & Cray, 2011). Police officer training has shown to
conflict with current research on building a safe school climate due to the lack of
attention on this pertinent topic, ultimately contributing to an unwelcoming environment
that is criminalizing youth behaviors (Weiler & Cray, 2011). The training some SROs
receive adheres to the triad model, which highlights their responsibilities by recognizing
they are 1) police with arrest power, 2) counselors regarding law-related issues, and 3)
teachers of the law to students via classrooms (Weiler & Cray, 2011). For an SRO to
aptly do their job, there should be communication about roles between the SRO and the
school’s administrative team.
Most often, schools interpret the role of the SRO as punitive versus educational
and edifying. This interpretation leads to harmful student outcomes. Seventy-seven
percent of SROs reported that they previously detained students as a de-escalation
method, and 55% admitted to formerly arresting students because the teacher requested
the arrest for disrespect or other non-criminal offenses (Wolf, 2014). In Delaware, the
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School Crimes Law (2014) made it mandatory for SROs to be involved in a school’s
response to student misbehavior, which increases the chance of student arrest (Wolf,
2014). These relationships and the school environment impact the decision to arrest
students for misbehavior (Wolf, 2014). A survey of 46 SROs in an eastern state regarding
their decisions to make an arrest concluded that, SROs have the ability to exercise
discretion pertaining to arrest decision-making (Wolf, 2014). Of the SROs that
participated in this survey, 73% reported they have sought out consultation with school
administration when making the decision to arrest youth and 26% consulted with teachers
(Wolf, 2014). When trained police officers are placed in schools and asked to respond to
student misbehavior, it can be expected that they are influenced by similar factors that
influence the decision to arrest on the street while also considering their school
environment (Wolf, 2014).
Call for Action
The primary purpose of having SROs in schools is to ensure the school is a safe
environment and place to learn, not for them to serve as a school administrator deciding
on disciplinary measures against youth for violating school code (Weiler & Cray, 2011).
To determine that SROs receive proper training to work with students, the district or
school administration could have some input in the content of the instruction/training the
SRO receives (Coon & Travis, 2012). School psychologists are positioned for
involvement in situations regarding student discipline, and not merely those identified as
children with disabilities. If schools include consultations with school psychologists
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regarding disciplinary matters, school psychologists could guide principals and SROs
towards consequences deemed suitable for unwanted behaviors.
School psychologists are natural allies to youth that belong to a nondominant or
minority group. An ally can be defined as members of a dominant group or group with
privilege working to address and challenge injustices around them through actionable
steps (Brown & Ostrove, 2013). According to NASP, school psychologists are
responsible for advocating on behalf of every student as it relates to their success in
school. This includes youth of color, students with disabilities, adolescents with previous
criminal justice system contact, and students from low socioeconomic statuses. School
psychologists should be involved in the advocacy for students that are at risk for entering
SPJJ. This means working in collaboration with SROs to create partnerships that
minimize disproportionality in discipline measures.
Using Collaboration to Build a Partnership
School psychologists are in a prime position to advocate for discipline concerns
through collaboration. School psychologists can provide insight into school discipline,
given its adjacent connection to social/emotional and behavioral development in students
(Bear & Manning, 2014). School psychologists are often utilized as frontline personnel
when it comes to addressing behavioral challenges and the social/emotional needs of
students. Utilizing school psychologist’s knowledge in preventing and correcting student
behavior concerns creates an environment where they can advocate for comprehensive
and multitiered support services for youth in school (Bear & Manning, 2014).
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The following discussion suggests several areas for potential partnerships that
would leverage school psychological training against the dearth of training SRO’s receive
in topics that could be more beneficial for a position in a school: behavior management,
communication techniques, child/adolescent development, and working with students
with disabilities (Ryan et al., 2018). In order to interact with youth appropriately, school
psychologists can work with SRO’s to bolster knowledge in crisis preparation, youth
development, behavior management, and navigating their own implicit biases to
effectively work towards actively diminishing SPJJ (Broaddus et al., 2013; Weiler &
Cray, 2011).
Crisis Training
Growth of SROs. Teaching SROs how to deescalate themselves when involved
in crises and knowledge of stigmatizing attitudes is critical. One model program, the
Crisis Intervention Team (CIT), offers six components that focus on educating police on
mental illness and guiding attitudes towards mental illness and treatment (Compton et al.,
2014). These include: knowledge about disabilities; attitudes towards disabilities and
treatment; self-efficacy in crisis de-escalation; stigmatizing attitudes; skills in deescalation; and referral decisions to mental health services. When compared with officers
that did not receive CIT training, officers with CIT training proved to be more
empathetic, have an improved attitude, be more sensitive to mental health needs, have
increased patience, and report fewer arrests made during crises (James, Logan, & Davis,
2011). CIT trained SROs have also shown to have stronger rapport with youth, use
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empathetic listening skills, and produce relevant student information to schools by
serving as trusting conduits for students (James et al., 2011).
While results show that officers who receive the CIT training indicate a more
considerable depth of knowledge concerning mental illness and present with more
sensitivity when responding to students with mental health-related needs (Compton et al.,
2014; James, Logan & Davis, 2011), research in this area is still limited. However, the
foundational tenants generalized amongst school-based interactions are still helpful. As
an example, James et al. (2011) describes an interaction between the SRO with CIT
training and a student after the student escalated towards her social worker who was
threatening to have the student arrested:
Okay, I am going to ask you to trust me on this. Let’s agree on this point: I don’t
want you going to juvenile detention and you don’t either. So how about going to
the crisis center with me? I’ve got some friends there who might be able to help,
both with your meds and a place to stay. We can send a mobile crisis team out to
talk with your dad and I’ll pay him a visit while things are cooling off (p. 217).
As shown, the officer takes control of the situation and explicitly states he does not want
the student to end up at the juvenile detention center. The officer pulls on other resources
to help the student in response to the student feeling unheard. SROs with CIT training are
more equipped to work alongside emotionally escalated or violent individuals, enhancing
the effectiveness of responding to crisis (Logan et al., 2011). This is where school
psychologists can be best utilized; to partner with SROs to ensure they are prepared for
their role in working with youth in crisis.
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Role of School Psychologists. In thinking through crisis training, the major role
of school psychologists is not only teaching the tenets of trauma informed care, but also
serving as advocates for effective disciple for youth with mental health needs.
When exploring how or why SROs decide to make an arrest, it is imperative to
take into account the school context, including SRO relationships with students,
administration, and teachers (Wolf, 2014). School context, relationships between students
and staff, size of the school, available resources, and school’s trauma response history are
just some imperative factors to consider in crisis response (Brock et al., 2014). School
crisis response is most effective when collaborating with other school professionals and
experts in the community, specifically the SRO (Brock et al., 2014). School psychologists
training programs embed crisis intervention and response into their curriculum. The
PREPaRE model is best practice in responding to crises and choosing successful
interventions. The PREPaRE model consists of five mission areas, including: prevention,
protection, mitigation, response, and recovery (Brock et al., 2016). Although school
psychologists have direct interaction with crises and training regarding the PREPaRE
model, collaboration is key to crisis intervention implementation (Brock et al., 2014).
School psychologists should take the lead on identifying appropriate crisis interventions
with others involved in the process, such as the SRO or other crisis team members with
appropriate training (Brock et al., 2014).
There is plentiful space for school psychologist involvement in student
disciplinary matters, such as at the school level, classroom level, and individual youth
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level (Bear & Manning, 2014). Problem-solving consultation is just one supported
approach to navigating school systems and administrators in this fight towards
implementing appropriate disciplinary actions (Kratochwill et al., 2014). Problem-solving
consultation emphasizes methods advocating for the use of assessment and intervention
tools derived from diverse, evidence-based frameworks (Kratochwill et al., 2014). The
two essential aspects to consider when utilizing problem-solving consultation are:
provide prevention and intervention techniques for systems change and in addressing
behavioral, social, or academic problems observed within either a classroom setting or an
individual student; and improve the skills within school staff and the school system to
ensure proper preventative measures or responses are applied in the future (Kratochwill et
al., 2014).
School psychologists can additionally create discussion with SROs about the
limitations to a punitive, zero-tolerance approach and offer suggestions for evidencebased, positive prevention and intervention measures (Bear & Manning, 2014). For
instance, using a team of school professionals including mental health team, SRO,
administration, and the youth to create a comprehensive individual intervention plan
based on a functional behavior analysis that includes environmental and emotional
factors (Bear & Manning, 2014; Hughes et al., 2014). There is a plethora of research and
evidence-based practice regarding positive pathways to addressing misbehavior in
students in school (Bear & Manning, 2014; Gregory et al., 2018; Jimerson et al., 2014;
Larson & Mark, 2014; Sander & Fisher, 2014; Shriberg & Moy, 2014); school
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psychologists can support evidence-based practices in SROs when responding to crisis
situations.
Youth Development
Growth of SROs. An area where training is sparse for SROs is in child and
adolescent development (Pentek & Eisenberg, 2018; Theriot, 2016). Officers who have
explicit instruction in adolescent development and what typical youth behaviors are have
a more positive attitude about the youth they work with and are less likely to interpret
typical adolescent behavior as maladaptive or criminal (Goodrich et al., 2014). Schools
are places that foster youth skill development in managing their own behaviors and
understanding consequences for unwanted behaviors (Pentek & Eisenberg, 2018). When
SROs receive training in appropriately interacting with youth by fostering learning
experiences, youth have more positive perceptions of SROs, feel safer, and their
academic success increases (Pentek & Eisenberg, 2018). SROs must receive relevant
training regarding their work and interactions with students so they can effectively
provide youth with appropriate resources and maintain safety in the school system while
actively working against contributing to SPJJ by utilizing more effective strategies such
as trauma informed response to youth and engaging in critical conversation through
restorative practices (Pentek & Eisenberg, 2018; Weiler & Cray, 2013).
Role of School Psychologists. There are a multitude of arenas that school
psychologists can help SRO’s better understand youth development to ensure appropriate
and positive disciplinary measures into their responsibilities. School psychologists can be
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of most service in the NASP domains of Interventions and Mental Health Services to
Develop Social and Life Skills; School-Wide Practices to Promote Learning; and,
Preventive and Responsive Services (Bear & Manning, 2014; NASP, 2010). School
psychologists are licensed to work with individuals spanning from birth to age 21. Their
expertise in child, adolescent, and early adult development makes them ideal candidates
for consulting with SROs to provide them with knowledge surrounding the distinctions
between appropriate and atypical development.
Behavior Management
Growth of SROs. In addition to specific training on youth development, SROs
would further benefit from training on school-based behavioral interventions, positive
behavior supports, and how to collaborate with school officials to address student
behavior concerns. Often, schools initiate SRO contact for issues that stem from poor
classroom management from teachers (Theriot, 2016). SROs should receive training or
professional development regarding classroom behavior management skills, such as
preventative, universal social-emotional curricula, which has been proven to decrease
aggression in students (Larson & Mark, 2014). SRO involvement in this training would
enable the use of behavior management skills when supporting a teacher or when
working with a student. Additionally, SROs, and teachers alike, would benefit from
receiving training surrounding promoting positive interactions with youth, trends in
juvenile justice, decreasing conflict, understanding youth brain structure, how brain
development impedes decisions making, factors impacting youth with disabilities, and
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issues minority populations experience (Ryan et al, 2018). When teachers, school staff,
and SROs do not possess behavior management skills, the impacts of implicit, and
explicit, biases are more pronounced, especially when those adults are at critical decisionmaking points, for instance, feeling overwhelmed.
Role of School Psychologists. One great way that school psychologists can have
a positive impact on punitive disciplinary strategies in schools is to focus on creating an
overall positive school climate through behavior management. Curtis (2014) suggests that
schools change from using penal procedures with students to a more supportive
environment where youth feel a sense of community. Comprehensive, ecological
prevention strategies are the foundation towards effective mitigation of violence and
discipline in schools (Thapa et al., 2013). The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention
(2009) suggest utilizing evidence-based strategies or interventions promoting positive,
healthy relationships, connection to school, and prevent dropout from occurring (Thapa et
al., 2013). Some of the most highly ranked and supported programs are those that
emphasize the importance of the underlying school climate and structure of school
systems (Sander, 2010).
Historically, school-wide positive behavior interventions and support (PWPBIS)
has proven to be a useful model in promoting a positive school climate while
simultaneously addressing unwanted student behaviors. This model acknowledges and
solves behavior problems by using prevention, correction, and management approaches
(Bear & Manning, 2014). Students attending a school that cultivates a positive climate
33

report that they engage in risk-taking behaviors less often, and the students have a lower
chance of exhibiting problem behaviors (Skiba et al., 2014). In considering how to
positively impact school climate, student experiences in school, norms, goals, values,
teaching styles, learning practices, interpersonal relationships, and organizational
structures should be addressed (National School Climate Council, 2007; Thapa et al.,
2013). School psychologists should utilize the role of the SRO to aid in building a
positive school climate trajectory through understanding how to manage behaviors aptly.
Implicit Bias Training
Role of SRO. There is a dearth of training programs to prepare SROs to
appropriately interact with minority students, navigate their own implicit biases, and
work towards actively diminishing SPJJ (Broaddus et al., 2013; Weiler & Cray, 2011). In
teaching how to recognize and challenge implicit biases, first one needs to be made aware
of and acknowledge the implicit biases they hold (Ispa-Landa, 2018). Perspective taking
techniques are associated with an increase in empathy, it is suggested that individuals
confronting their implicit biases learn how to take perspective (Ispa-Landa, 2018;
Spencer et al., 2016). Learning perspective taking, stereotype replacement strategies, and
individuating reduces implicit bias on outcomes of Implicit Association Test, but only
when individuals show empathy (Ispa-Landa, 2018; Spencer et al., 2016). These are
important findings and considerations for addressing implicit bias with teachers,
administrators, and SROs, especially those that directly interact with students of color.
Restorative interventions additionally support opportunities for perspective taking,
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practicing empathy, and building relationships which assist in addressing implicit bias
and distrust (Gregory et al., 2018). Restorative interventions consist of connecting those
directly involved with an infraction or crime and the victim to identify the harm the
incident induced, then joint problem-solving with the goal of identifying how to repair
the hurt (Gregory et al., 2018). Addressing concerning, harmful incidents and engaging in
deep self-reflection are skills that students, teachers, other staff, and SROs alike should
participate into both recognize and challenge bias.
Role of School Psychologist. Implicit bias is not idiosyncratic to SROs; school
psychologists should also engage in the work towards recognizing and challenging
implicit biases. School psychologists have an ethical obligation to engross themselves in
social justice and work as an ally for students of color. School psychologists are in a
position to lead these conversations amongst school personnel and students. Advocating
for more collaborative approaches where the SRO is integrated, such as parent-teacher
consultation, working with special education teachers, creating problem-solving teams,
and holding strong relationships with leadership, are imperative for systems change
(Kratochwill et al., 2014). School psychologists can use the tools accessible to them to
identify and intervene with students that have high rates of discipline referrals, lack
connection with their school, and those with low academic skills (Sander, 2010). Risk
factors for dropout include, but are not limited to, high absence rates, behavior concerns,
grade retention, poor academic performance, large school size, few caring adult
relationships, and low school expectations (Jimerson et al., 2014). Once at-risk students
35

are identified, individual evidence-based interventions can be appropriately administered
(Jimerson et al, 2014). This knowledge allows school psychologists to provide and share
resources and skill development techniques to SROs, working collaboratively in their
fight to diminish SPJJ.
Conclusion
School psychologists should feel obliged to learn about their SRO’s role,
functions, decision-making processes, and interactions with youth to collaborate with
them effectively. The gap in understanding defines the urgency for school psychologists
to reach out and create a working relationship with SROs, with the particular goal of
ending the SPJJ. To obtain a deeper and more thorough understanding of how school
psychologists can be the best ally for students thrusted into SPJJ, it is essential for school
psychologists and SROs to come together to find solutions. These two fields create a
prime opportunity to collaborate on achieving physical, mental, emotional, and academic
safety and wellbeing for the students they serve. This paper calls for action from school
psychologists to partner with SROs in providing school-based, evidence-based practices
and interventions. With our students at the forefront of our work, this partnership is
imperative in the work towards squashing SPJJ, creating positive school climates, and
assisting students in reaching their full potential.
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MANUSCRIPT TWO
AN INSPECTION OF DUTIES: A CASE STUDY ON SCHOOL POLICE
Schools are a living, evolving system (Castillo & Curtis, 2014). School
psychologists are part of this system as professionals that can leverage their position and
knowledge to facilitate change effectively. School psychologists rely on their training in
human behavior, the ability to solve problems collaboratively, and their familiarity with
principles of organizational or systemic change (Castillo & Curtis, 2014). Students are
individuals that engage in interactions within a broader school system, meaning that
youth are both influenced by and influencing various forces within their school context
(Castillo & Curtis, 2014). In order to ensure that youth have a chance to positively
interact with their school system, interventions that exist to confront systemic barriers to
academic and social/emotional learning are required (Castillo & Curtis, 2014).
Exclusionary discipline techniques such as suspension and expulsion are barriers
to learning and academic success. Three conventional exclusionary discipline options are
in-school suspension, out-of-school suspension, and expulsion (Bear & Manning, 2014;
McCarter, 2016; Skiba et al., 2014). Exclusionary discipline tactics push students out of
the classroom and tell them not to come back into the school building. Suspension
accounts for approximately one-third of office referrals, and expulsions are roughly every
1 in 1,000 referrals (Skiba et al., 2014). Out-of-school suspension and expulsions
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increase the risk for severe outcomes for students; for instance, dropping out of school
and involvement with the juvenile justice system (Pigott et al., 2018; Skiba et al., 2014).
Exclusionary discipline techniques deny students their academic and social/emotional
support, perpetuating student disconnect from school (McCarter, 2016; Okonofua et al.,
2016).
In the past 30 years, the United States school system began a collaborative
paradigm between schools and the criminal justice system (Mallett, 2016). This shift has
negatively impacted access to education for disenfranchised students through punitive
disciplinary frameworks (Coon & Travis, 2012; Mallett, 2016; Pigott et al., 2018). This
phenomenon has historically been referred to as the school to prison pipeline (STPP), and
more recently, recognized as school-based pathways to the juvenile justice system
(SJPP). SJPP involves education system policies and practices that established a higher
likelihood for students to face criminal or juvenile justice involvement through the
referral of youth to the local juvenile justice center for problematic behaviors displayed in
school (Mallet, 2016). The pathway into the juvenile justice system involved avenues of
school discipline including suspension, expulsion, and arrests (Mallett, 2016; Ryan et al.,
2018). These consequences provide lifelong complications and detrimental long-term
outcomes. Exclusionary practices and punitive discipline measures have led to student
distrust in their educational community, leading to an overall reduction in youth
academic success. Research indicated a notable decrease in academic achievement,
strained relationships with teachers or administration, and increases the risk of school
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failure after exclusionary school discipline measure were implemented with youth
(Mallett, 2016; Sojoyner, 2014).
One piece of exclusionary discipline and punitive action puzzle are school staff
and leadership. School resource officers (SRO) hold an essential position in schools,
explicitly involving student safety; however, SROs' role in enforcing punitive
disciplinary measures, as mandated by zero-tolerance policies, exacerbates and reinforces
SPJJ (Mallett, 2016; Rich-Shae, 2010). Current literature suggests that SROs cause more
harm than good in schools through the criminalization of behaviors that are often minor
problems and subjective, such as "disobedience" (Mallett, 2016; Theriot, 2009). Millions
of students reported involvement with SPJJ through suspensions, expulsions, and arrests
by SROs, including 260,000 referrals made to law enforcement in one academic year
alone (Mallett, 2016; Ryan et al., 2018; Skiba, 2004). Yet, SROs view themselves in
three main roles: law enforcer, teacher, and mentor; seemingly positive (Canady et al.,
2012). Due to the diverse opinion about the role of police in schools, this paper seeks to
further comprehend the role and experience of the SRO. The presented case study will
explore the role and lived experience of police officers in school. Ultimately, this
research will contribute to the future evaluation of how school psychologists can
collaborate with SROs to diminish SPJJ through the implementation of alternative
discipline measures, training SROs on relevant youth-related topics, and creating
awareness around bias in school.
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School Resource Officers
The National Center for Education estimates more than 43,000 police officers are
employed or assigned to US schools (Lynch et al., 2016), while other studies estimate
around 19,000 employed SROs across almost half of United States schools (Pigott et al.,
2018; Ryan et al., 2018; Turner & Beneke, 2020). This large discrepancy may stem from
schools employing multiple SROs, while some SROs are shared across several schools
(Pigott et al., 2018). Regardless, according to the National Association of School
Resource Officers (NASRO), school-based police positions have become one of the
fastest-growing areas among law enforcement positions (NASRO, 2012). The
establishment of SROs was reportedly for the following reasons: to provide students with
education surrounding the prevention of crime and illegal drug use; create community
justice initiatives among students; and to train youth in conflict resolution, restorative
justice, and awareness around illegal drug use and crime (Ryan et al., 2018). NASRO
defines the roles of SROs in three parts: law enforcement, educator, and mentor (Canady,
2018; NASRO, 2012; Ryan et al., 2018).
National standards and requirements for SRO training, prior experiences, or
selection practices are nonexistent (Ryan et al., 2018). Research shows that the
curriculum SROs sometimes receive focus on ‘juvenile justice code’ and law-related
issues instead of focusing on more relevant topics for a position in a school; for instance
behavior management, communication techniques, child/adolescent development,
working with students with disabilities, and more (Ryan et al., 2018). The National
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Association of School Resource Officers offers a 40-hour training program that includes
topics regarding functions of law enforcement, mentoring students, ethics, and some
classroom management techniques (NASRO, 2012). Many highly recommend that SROs
receive information and training on promoting a positive school climate, including
interactions with students and decreasing conflict by understanding developmental
periods of children and adolescents (Ryan et al., 2018). The dearth in training standards
has been problematic, especially when SROs interact with minoritized youth (Ryan et al.,
2018).
According to the Justice Policy Institute (2011), their daily duties were broken
down as such: 48% of their time involves handling law enforcement matters, 24% on
advising and mentoring, 12% toward teaching, and the last 16% is related to various other
duties. Police officers were initially placed in schools to create and uphold a safe
environment; however, SRO presence has had unintentional negative impacts on
interactions between youth and the police (Ryan et al., 2018; Turner & Beneke, 2020).
The U.S. Department of Education (2014) reported that the addition of SROs in schools
increased the number of youth referred to the juvenile or criminal justice system for
assault, weapon, and drug offenses (Morris et al., 2017; Ryan et al., 2018). This increase
in the number of students arrested at school disproportionately impacted students of color
(Bell, 2015; Curtis, 2014; Morris et al., 2017; Skiba et al., 2014). Data from the state of
Florida consisted of detailed youth arrests in schools and notably, the most common
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offense that resulted in arrest was misdemeanor assault as the result of a fight, and the
second most common offense was disorderly conduct (Whitaker et al., 2019).
SROs are more likely to criminalize minor behaviors in school, perpetuating the
SPJJ. When police placement in school is prioritized over mental health providers, typical
child and adolescent behaviors are criminalized (Whitaker et al., 2019). Typical youth
behaviors that have resulted in an arrest at school include: fake burping criminalized as
disrupting school; disorderly conduct charge for arguing and kicking a trashcan; assault
for throwing a paper airplane; and battery on a police officer when a five year old with an
ADHD diagnosis was throwing a tantrum (French-Marcelin & Hinger, 2017; Whitaker et
al., 2019). Without knowing how to work with students and understanding their level of
development, SROs can make uninformed decisions that lead to harmful life outcomes.
Discipline & the Significance to the Field of School Psychology
According to the Framework for Safe and Successful Schools (Cowan et al.,
2013), school districts should develop standards for the use of evidence-based practices
promoting effective school discipline techniques and positive behavior in students.
Effective and positive school discipline:
“(a) Functions in concert with efforts to address school safety and climate; (b) is
not simply punitive (e.g., zero tolerance); (c) is clear, consistent, and equitable;
and (d) reinforces positive behaviors. Using security personnel or SROs primarily
as a substitute for effective discipline policies does not contribute to school safety
and can perpetuate the school-to-prison pipeline” (Cowan et al., 2013, p. 2).
The adverse outcomes of punitive and exclusionary disciplinary measures, such as
suspension and expulsion, are acknowledged by policymakers and schools across the
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nation. Punitive discipline measures were founded out of zero-tolerance policies and
research suggested outcomes including a decreased sense of student safety, diminished
connection to school, and ineffective in the efforts to improve school climate or student
behavior (Cowen et al., 2013).
A single suspension or expulsion doubled the risk for youth to be held back one
year and simultaneously increased the chance of dropping out of school (Mallett, 2016;
Rich-Shae & Fox, 2014). Increasing the use of exclusionary discipline adversely
increased student misbehavior, academic failure, and social isolation from peers (Mallett,
2016). These outcomes exacerbated negative outcomes and intensified the risk of future
involvement with the juvenile justice system (Mallett, 2016). Initial association with the
juvenile court system has been linked with an increased likelihood for youth to remain
involved in the criminal justice system, increasing the chance for future detainment or
adjudication (Mallett, 2016). The aforementioned were only a sliver of the numerous
examples of the negative impacts that were a direct consequence of school exclusionary
discipline measures, highlighting the necessity for schools to steer away from punitive
measures and instead, implement alternatives to discipline.
Discipline in school should function in conjunction with efforts to improve school
climate and safety (Cowen et al., 2013; Gregory et al., 2018). Positive discipline
techniques were shown to increase student’s sense of support from the school and
reinforce desired positive behaviors, subsequently positively impacting school climate
(Cowen et al., 2013; Gregory et al., 2018). Examples of effective school discipline
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techniques include culturally competent practices and family involvement in the behavior
correction process (Cowen et al., 2013; Ingraham, 2017). Schools that apply positive
discipline techniques as an alternative to punitive measures actively reinforce appropriate
behaviors and view student misbehavior as an opportunity to teach constructive
replacement behaviors (Cowen et al., 2013). Student misbehavior should not be viewed
as criminal and instead viewed as an opportunity to teach appropriate alternative
behaviors through skill building. Additionally, discipline in schools should not only
correct misbehavior but safeguard student and staff wellbeing by keeping students in
school, avoiding juvenile justice involvement, and ensuring disciplinary techniques are
clear, consistent, and equitably administered amongst youth (Cowen et al., 2013).
School psychologists have the responsibility to be involved in discipline and have
been an underutilized resource in this domain. School psychologists are in a unique
position to assist in ensuring student safety, correcting misbehavior through teaching new
skills, advocating for alternatives to juvenile justice involvement, and building a clear,
consistent, equitable disciplinary system. School psychologists work closely with a
plethora of individuals in the school, including administrators, teachers, families, other
mental health staff, and students. Before beginning their career as a school psychologist,
they are trained to address comorbid mental health, behavioral, and learning concerns
among students (Sander & Fisher, 2014), which is knowledge that other school staff
could benefit from through consultation and collaboration regarding student concerns.
School psychologist involvement in the promotion of successful social, emotional, and
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behavioral practices in schools targeting positive youth development provides the natural
opportunity for involvement in discipline decision making and implementation (Bear &
Manning, 2014). A sizable amount of a school psychologist’s position happens to be
prevention and correction of concerning student behavior, presenting the opportunity for
school psychologists to introduce a problem-solving approach for disciplinary measures
that supports youth success (Bear & Manning, 2014).
School Psychologist Discipline Guidelines
School psychologists must work to facilitate conversations focused on uprooting
exclusionary discipline systems. The National Association of School Psychologists
(NASP) created the Principles of Professional Ethics (NASP, 2010b), which details the
standards for ethical behavior, acting as a guide for school psychologists. Principle 1,
“Respecting the Dignity and Rights of All Persons,” outlines the role of school
psychologists concerning the promotion of justice and fairness through supporting all
students regardless of “race, ethnicity, color, religion, ancestry, national origin,
immigration status, socioeconomic status, primary language, gender, sexual orientation,
gender expression, disability, or any other distinguishing characteristics” (NASP, 2010b,
p. 308). This ethical principle deputizes school psychologists as social justice agents,
providing guidelines for consultation and interaction with other school professionals that
work directly with the school psychologist, i.e., mental health team, teachers, and
administration. Alongside collaboration, advocacy is a core aspect of social justice
actions, and both should be rooted in multicultural practices (Shriberg & Moy, 2014).
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School psychologists are obliged to advocate for all students in every part of their daily
practice, which involves the implementation of disciplinary measures and the
responsibility to understand student outcomes, including the rate of law enforcement
referrals and demographics of students receiving disciplinary action.
In addition to the outlined Principles of Professional Ethics, NASP has identified
ten Practice Model Domains to assist with understanding the bounds, knowledge, skills,
and responsibilities of school psychologists. These domains were updated in 2020 to
deepen expectations for school psychologist service delivery. The two most relevant
domains pertaining to school psychologist’s responsibility with school disciplinary
implementation are Domain 6: Services to Promote Safe and Supportive Schools and
Domain 8: Equitable Practices for Diverse Student Populations. These domains are
outlined more clearly below in Table 1.
Table 1. NASP 2020 Domains of Practice that Directly Align with Discipline
Domain
Domain 6: Services to Promote Safe and
Supportive Schools

Definition
“School psychologists understand
principles and research related to socialemotional well-being, resilience and risk
factors in learning, mental and behavioral
health, services in schools and
communities to support multitiered
prevention and health promotion, and
evidence-based strategies for creating safe
and supportive schools. School
psychologists, in collaboration with
others, promote preventive and responsive
services that enhance learning, mental and
behavioral health, and psychological and
physical safety and implement effective
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Domain 8: Equitable Practices for Diverse
Student Populations

crisis prevention, protection, mitigation,
response, and recovery.”
“School psychologists have knowledge of
individual differences, abilities,
disabilities, and other diverse
characteristics and the impact they have
on development and learning. They also
understand principles and research related
to diversity in children, families, schools,
and communities, including factors related
to child development, religion, culture and
cultural identity, race, sexual orientation,
gender identity and expression,
socioeconomic status, and other variables.
School psychologists implement
evidence-based strategies to enhance
services in both general and special
education and address potential influences
related to diversity. School psychologists
demonstrate skills to provide professional
services that promote effective
functioning for individuals, families, and
schools with diverse characteristics,
cultures, and backgrounds through an
ecological lens across multiple contexts.
School psychologists recognize that
equitable practices for diverse student
populations, respect for diversity in
development and learning, and advocacy
for social justice are foundational to
effective service delivery. While equality
ensures that all children have the same
access to general and special educational
opportunities, equity ensures that each
student receives what they need to benefit
from these opportunities.”

Domain 6 emphasizes school psychologists’ involvement with discipline practices by
using their knowledge of evidence-based prevention and intervention strategies that foster
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a safe and supportive environment for students. In order to enhance student learning and
in an effort to encourage psychological, mental, and emotional wellbeing, school
psychologists should take part in conversation and advocacy of effective and appropriate
discipline techniques embraced by their school. Additionally, Domain 8 calls upon school
psychologists to act as social justice agents, asking them to acknowledge how their
school defines equitable services for students and advocating for practices that ensure all
students receive opportunities that encourage their success. This includes involvement in
school discipline decision making because exclusionary discipline hinders youth access
to appropriate academic and social/emotional supports.
School based mental health providers play a crucial role in offering youth
supports and addressing barriers, such as discipline, that hinder success (Whitaker et al.,
2019). School mental health providers include school counselors, social workers, nurses,
and school psychologists; each with a unique set of skills (Whitaker et al., 2019). School
psychologists have a critical role in school safety and climate. School psychologists assist
with the creation of a supportive learning environment by utilizing their expertise in
mental health, learning, environmental factors, behaviors, and instruction (Cowen et al.,
2013). School psychologists spend years studying motivation, learning, evaluation,
assessment, disability, school law, and behavior; all of which are essential fragments to
consider when accusing a student of misbehavior. School psychologists are experts in
analyzing complex behaviors to understand the function of that behavior, or essentially
figuring out what that student is trying to express, which assists with the implementation
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of appropriate evidence-based practices aimed at improving outcomes across settings
(Cowen et al., 2013). Given their training and acquired knowledge, school psychologists
should be involved in the decision-making process for responding to student misbehavior
in a nondiscriminatory, nonpunitive, supportive manner.
School psychologists should approach involvement in discipline through
advocating for the implementation of fair, equitable, and bias free technique utilization
based upon assessing learning discrepancies, evaluating the function of behavior,
academic level, cognitive development, and the access to appropriate interventions. Ortiz
(2014) created an assessment framework to ensure that assessments conducted by school
psychologists are fair, equitable, and bias free based on the evaluation of learning issues,
behavior, academic attainment, cognitive development, and ability to implement
appropriate interventions for students. This framework can and should be expanded into
school psychologist’s lens of discipline. In addition to the implementation of this
framework and in order to ensure nondiscriminatory practices when evaluating student
concerns and misbehavior, a multifaceted and comprehensive approach should be
considered for fairness, equity, and bias prevention (Ortiz, 2014). Nondiscriminatory
practices are based upon the utilization of a collaborative team that includes multiple
contributing members working together, sharing information, and making decisions
(Ortiz, 2014). Related to discipline, this team could consist of a school principal,
restorative justice personnel, a mental health team member, a teacher, and the student.
The nondiscriminatory comprehensive framework built for assessment includes some key
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features that can be adopted for a discipline framework: assess for the purpose of
implementing intervention; evaluate the ecology of learning for the individual; evaluate
the student’s opportunity to learn; and reduce bias in procedures (Ortiz, 2014). School
psychologists can adapt this existing assessment practice framework for guidance around
a discipline lens.
SRO Discipline Guidelines
Purportedly in an attempt to keep schools safe and protect individuals on school
grounds, the role of the SRO was created. SROs are deemed critical members of school
safety teams by some due to their knowledge of: the law, crime trends at the local level,
how to address safety threats, resources in the community, and on local juvenile justice
facilities (Canady, 2018; Cowen et al., 2013). SROs hold crucial knowledge that, if used
appropriately, could benefit school policy through the identification of school safety
policy procedures and assisting in emergency response preparation (Canady, 2018;
Cowen et al., 2013). Transparent policies and definitions of school staff positions,
including administrators, SROs, and teachers, assist in navigating appropriate utilization
of roles. To effectively prepare for the SRO role, training is critical. Training should
include a focus on the unique environment of each school, student developmental needs,
characteristics of youth, and knowledge of the job of other school staff (Cowen et al.,
2013). This should include training for school staff on how to utilize SROs, in an attempt
to minimize the amount of referrals and calls to police from teachers or other school
personnel.
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SROs are best utilized for campus safety, educating youth on law related topics,
and using their informal counselor role to mentor youth (Canady, 2018; Cowen et al.,
2013). “Utilizing SROs or other security personnel primarily as a substitute for effective
discipline policies is inappropriate, does not contribute to school safety or students’
perceptions of being safe, and can perpetuate the school-to-prison pipeline” (Cowen et
al., 2013, p. 9). Although SROs are encouraged not to engage in school discipline actions,
research findings suggest a strong correlation between SRO presence and an increase in
suspension rates (Losen & Whitaker, 2018). It is imperative to recognize that the
implementation of SROs has extended the bounds of punitive discipline founded from
zero tolerance policies, with an increased potential to harm minoritized students within
their practice (Turner & Beneke, 2020). SRO presence on school grounds impacts
disciplinary actions even though their influence on discipline is discouraged. When there
is an absence of other behavioral resources in schools, teachers rely on assistance from
law enforcement, often resulting in criminalization of students (Whitaker et al., 2019).
Specifically, schools with police were found to have almost four times as many arrests
compared to schools without police (Whitaker et al., 2019). These trends must be
acknowledged to implement policies aimed at reducing harm done unto students,
especially BIPOC youth.
Student Impact
U.S. Department of Education data from 2015-2016 reported that across grades
K-12, there were 2.7 million students that received out of school suspension, and
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approximately 120,700 students were expelled. Overwhelmingly represented in those
school discipline numbers are youth of color and students with identified disabilities
(Whitaker et al., 2019); however, this paper solely focuses its attention on the impact on
BIPOC students. Administrators apply more exclusionary discipline on BIPOC students,
specifically Black and Latinx youth, compared to Asian and White peers (Gregory et al.,
2018). Black students are three times more likely to be suspended or expelled than their
White peers (Bottiani et al., 2018; Curtis, 2014; Gregory et al., 2018; Owen et al., 2015).
Black students are overrepresented in all disciplinary measures, including suspension,
expulsion, and law enforcement referrals (Curtis, 2014).
Black students are 11% more likely than White peers to report having an SRO at
their school (Mallett, 2015; Morris et al., 2017). Although SROs are in 42% of high
schools and 24% of elementary schools across the nation, SROs are more prevalent in
schools with high populations of Black and Latinx youth (Mallett, 2015; Morris et al.,
2017). Delving deeper into the data, Black students represent 15% of students enrolled in
public schools, yet they account for 36% of students with one suspension and 44% of
students suspended more than once (Owen et al., 2015). Of the students referred to law
enforcement or involved in arrests on school property, 50% are Black or Latinx (Owen et
al., 2015). Data shows that Black students express experiencing judgment from teachers
and administrators, leading to more serious disciplinary actions for less serious
misbehavior (Owen et al., 2015). Additionally, Black students are sent to the office more
often than their White peers (McCarter, 2016; Owen et al., 2015). The criminalization of
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behaviors in school disproportionately impacts students of color (Mallett, 2016;
McCarter, 2016).
Exclusionary discipline and the criminalization of behaviors has serious, lasting
implications, especially for minoritized youth. Just one suspension is linked to an
increase in recidivism with approximately 30% to 50% of students suspended are repeat
offenders (Losen et al., 2015; McCarter, 2016; Owen et al., 2015). Literature suggests a
connection between receiving suspension and an increased risk of not completing school
and future involvement with the criminal justice system (Owen et al., 2015). There are
strong correlations between punitive discipline measures such as suspension and future
delinquency, further perpetuating feelings of disconnect from school (Owen et al., 2015;
Sander, 2010). Accounting for SES, demographics, and school achievement, students
with one or more suspension or expulsion are more likely to drop out of school at the rate
of five times more and they are six times more likely to repeat a grade than peers without
any suspensions or expulsions (Owen et al., 2015). Even students with minimal
disciplinary records, meaning one disciplinary action for a minor misbehavior, are three
times more likely to interact with the juvenile justice system within one year after the
disciplinary action occurred (Owen et al., 2015). These numbers are staggering.
In addition to criminalizing typical youth behaviors, exclusionary policies
negatively impact academic achievement (Losen & Whitaker, 2018). For example, youth
that are suspended lose essential instructional time, experience a decrease in the
likelihood of graduation, and are at higher risk for juvenile justice system involvement;
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(Losen & Whitaker, 2018). Former students report falling behind on classwork and were
unable to catch up upon their return to school, a natural consequence as a result of
exclusionary discipline practices (Bell, 2015). One suspension increases the probability
of falling behind enough in classes to repeat that grade (McCarter, 2016). Data from the
2015-2016 academic year accounts for 11 million days of lost instruction due to
exclusionary discipline practices (Losen & Whitaker, 2018). As a result of exclusionary
discipline, one study found that 31% of students repeated a grade and 10% were pushed
out of school, commonly referred to as “dropping out” of school (McCarter, 2016).
Literature provides evidence of the increased likelihood for school non-completion and
criminal justice system contact after exclusionary discipline measures are taken. There
are a multitude of concerning outcomes associated with exclusionary discipline practices
and referrals to law enforcement stemming from school staff. School discipline
techniques have a large impact on student outcomes and youth success; therefore, school
staff are obligated to understand the problem and implement evidence-based alternatives
to exclusionary discipline.
School psychologists are obliged to advocate for practices that foster youth
academic, social-emotional, and cognitive success. Advocacy is considered an essential
aspect of social justice practices for school psychologists (Shriberg & Moy, 2014).
School psychologists ought to use their position to encourage schools to equitably
disseminate resources to students and engage others in a culturally responsive manner
(Shriberg & Moy, 2014). School psychologist social justice action should be expressed
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through advocacy for fair, multifaceted, comprehensive, valid, and effective discipline
measures for youth that exhibit misbehavior. School psychologists should be involved in
actively engaging in culturally responsive, alternative disciplinary measures that are
founded in supporting youth success in all areas. Discipline is considered a tool that can
have varying impacts on youth success, making this a necessary zone for school
psychologist involvement.
Current Study
Purpose
The current study is determined to fill gaps amongst research on school discipline
and SROs via an in-depth examination of SROs. This study will describe the daily
function(s) of SROs and obtain an in depth understanding of their role within the school
system, specifically highlighting their responsibilities related to disciplinary matters.
Accomplishing this goal requires conducting a detailed investigation of police officers in
schools through interviews and observation of the SROs employed with one identified
metropolitan school district in the Rocky Mountain region. The following research
questions posed to fulfill this study’s goals are:
1. How do SROs describe their defined role in their assigned school?
2. How do SROs decide whether to involve themselves in disciplinary actions via
the following: referral to juvenile justice system, ticketing, and/or arresting youth?
3. To what extent do SROs perceive that they effectively perform their role?
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It is hypothesized that the definition provided by SROs will align with the description of
the role from NASRO. Additionally, it is hypothesized that SROs will view themselves
as effective in their role and identified functions, including their involvement in
disciplinary actions.
Methodology
Research Design
This single instrumental case study focused on understanding SROs in one local
school district, examining the phenomenon in depth within-site (Creswell & Poth, 2018).
An ecological theoretical lens and a social justice framework were at the forefront of this
case study investigation, which means that all factors that may impact youth functioning
including interpersonal relationships and systems and the disproportionate implications of
SROs on BIPOC students strongly influenced the development. Yin (2014) defined case
study research as involving a case amongst real-life contexts or settings. Additionally,
Creswell & Poth (2018) classified case study as a qualitative methodology to research in
which the researcher investigates real-life, bounded systems via in-depth data collection
through observations, interviews, and document review. A case study investigation was
notably valuable for studying SROs and the scarcity of information about their
responsibilities for multiple reasons: (a) case studies allow for the representation of both
individual and contextual factors in the data related to SROs; (b) case study research
allows for multiple data collection procedures, such as interviews, observations, review
of documents, and field notes (Yin, 2014). Few studies employed a case study
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investigation into the use of SROs in the public school system and how they define their
responsibilities. This investigative approach was useful in obtaining a thorough
understanding of SROs, ultimately encouraging the call upon school psychologists to
partner with SROs to build a positive school climate and an effective discipline system.
Procedures. Before the start of this study, approval was sought and received from
the University of Denver’s Institutional Review Board and the Research Review Board of
the school district participating in this study. Permission to conduct this investigation
within this school district was granted by a Division Chief of Police for the city and the
Chief of Safety & Security for the school district. Both approved this study and deemed it
beneficial. Per ethical requirements regarding consent, obtaining consent from the school
principal and every participant was a priority, in addition to detailing information about
the research project and how data was collected to the school principals and the
participants. Participant signatures on the consent form showed their willingness and
agreement to participate in the research study (Appendix A).
Sample
Setting. This research study focused on one urban school district in the Rocky
Mountain region as a single instrumental case (Creswell & Poth, 2018). This
investigation aimed to describe how an urban, Rocky Mountain region school district, in
partnership with the city police department, utilized their SROs and defined their SRO’s
responsibilities. The school district chosen was the largest in the state and had diverse
representation across schools with nearly 100,000 students enrolled. The student
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demographic breakdown from the 2018 school year was: 13% African American; 53%
Latinx; 24% White, & 4% biracial. The school district consisted of almost 200 schools,
including approximately 40 high schools and 30 middle schools. Considering
socioeconomic status and the students served, 65% of enrolled students received free and
reduced lunch. It was important to consider existing district data regarding the number of
referrals to law enforcement and the consequential juvenile justice involvement rates in
the district. This data was not public information; yet, the data was obtained from one of
the study’s participants due to their engagement in creating a publication discussing the
number of referrals to law enforcement from the district.
The data presented information about law enforcement referrals from the 20182019 year, which indicated that a total of 783 arrests were made on school property, and
511 of those arrests occurred at a school that employed an SRO either full time or part
time. Additionally, the other 272 arrests made on school property occurred at schools
without an employed SRO, which suggested that the arrests were initiated by patrol
officers that were called to the school to resolve an issue. When the number of youths
arrested at schools that employed an SRO were compared with the number of total
students enrolled across the district, the percentage of arrests were well below 1%, .005%
to be exact. This is a microscopic number of youths arrested compared to the total
amount of enrolled students.
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Figure 1. Number of Students Arrested at School with SRO vs. Total Number of Students
Enrolled
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Figure 2. Calls for SRO Service vs. Number of Arrests Made by SRO during 2018-2019
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Schools with SROs received almost triple the number of calls for service or assistance
from other school staff compared to schools without an employed SRO. The reasons for
the referrals and who made the referrals was missing from the data, which should be
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considered an essential piece of the referral data, especially when illustrating the
reasoning behind the calls.
Another key consideration was the existing partnership between the school district
and the local police department to maintain the SRO position. The school district and
police department dually created an agreement regarding the implementation of the SRO
position, dating back to the 1990s. The agreement was a document outlining the school
district and police department's agreed upon responsibilities for SROs assigned to middle
schools and high schools in the district. This agreement provided both the police
department and school district with guidelines for obligations in this partnership. The
following table provides a breakdown of language defining obligations and
responsibilities used in the agreement and what those defined responsibilities consist of.
Table 2. Pinnacles of Intergovernmental Agreement for Police Officers in Schools
Agreement Obligations & Responsibilities
Officers supporting the SRO Partnership
will be City employees recruited and
employed by the Police Department
The City will pay the remaining funds in
excess of the funds paid by the School
District for SRO services to pay for police
officers to support the SRO Partnership.
The city will also furnish any equipment
and training state law requires for the
operation of the SRO Partnership
The Police Department will schedule the
working hours of the SROs supporting the
SRO Partnership. The hours of SRO
availability will be during normal school
hours while the school of assignment is in
session.
69

Tasks Associated with Obligations
SRO salaries, including benefits, are paid
for by the city
The police department is to fund police
uniforms, police car, and provide a budget
for state law required training, which the
Colorado Peace Officer Standards and
Training Board has control over. SROs
are not required to attend training prior to
obtaining their position.
SROs are expected to be available during
their assigned schools normal working
hours. SROs are required to check in with
their sergeant in the mornings at the
police station and gather their police car
before arriving to school on time.

All scheduling, deployment, and
supervision of the SROs supporting the
SRO Partnership will be the responsibility
of the Police Department
The Police Department reserves the option
and is not obligated to substitute police
officers when any regularly scheduled
SRO is not available to support the SRO
Partnership
The Police Department and School
District are jointly responsible for the
decision to select the schools that are part
of the SRO Partnership

SROs receive supervision from the police
department, not the school district.

When the SRO is not in the building for
some time, the responsibility and choice
to offer a substitute police officer falls on
the police department.
Together, the police department and
school district decide which schools will
have a full-time SRO. It is unclear how a
school qualifies for a SRO.

This agreement provided both the police department and school district with
essential guidelines for SRO partnership obligations. Additionally, the school district and
police department created a mutual definition of their SROs:
The mission of the High School/Middle School SRO is to provide for and
maintain a safe, healthy, and productive learning environment while acting as a
positive role model for students in [school district] by working in a cooperative,
proactive, problem-solving partnership between the city and the school district
(Intergovernmental Agreement Concerning the Funding, Implementation, and
Administration of Programs Involving Police Officers in Schools).
This agreement gave the responsibility to SROs to differentiate between student
disciplinary issues and when misbehavior reaches the level of crime, asking the SRO to
respond appropriately without offering suggestions for response. The agreement asked
SROs to deescalate incidents that occurred on school grounds when possible and to
acknowledge that the school district implements a restorative discipline policy approach
when addressing misbehavior, which aims to minimize law enforcement intervention. It
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was unknown to what extent these responsibilities were acknowledged through explicit
conversation.
Another district document reviewed was a discipline implementation guide. The
school district created an implementation guide titled School-Wide Restorative Practice:
Step by Step. This implementation guide provided schools with steps and considerations
to follow related to disciplinary measures. The implementation guide was co-created with
the school district and community organizations, such as teacher and education
associations for the state. To ensure universal implementation of this guide, imperative
responsibilities for each school professional’s role within disciplinary actions were
defined. For instance, the school principals were tasked with ensuring that their school
staff understood restorative practices, and the full-time restorative justice coordinator was
responsible for developing creative student behavioral interventions. This school district
chose to hire restorative justice deans to implement restorative justice techniques as
alternatives to the punitive discipline measures that were originally founded in
destructive zero-tolerance policies.
Participants.
The collection of case study data was primarily in-person interviews and observations of
SROs. To qualify for participation, participants were (a) employed as an SRO, (b)
employed within the urban school district in the Rocky Mountain region that agreed to
participate, and (c) worked in schools at the secondary level, middle school or high
school. Those excluded from the study were SROs from school districts other than the
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one identified for this study. Bounding the case for this investigation was crucial in
identifying, defining, and preparing for data collection procedures (Creswell & Poth,
2018; Yin, 2014). Bounds for a case study include defined parameters, such as a specific
location or timeframe in which the study was conducted (Creswell & Poth, 2018). This
study's bounded case was a specific metropolitan school district in the Rocky Mountain
region, with SROs as participants as parameters for the research (Creswell & Poth, 2018).
Recruitment. The recruitment of participants for this research study was
purposeful, meaning the school district selection was related to this investigation’s
focused in-depth understanding of how their specific SROs were utilized (Creswell &
Poth, 2018). Recruitment choices were a result of conversations with the police
department and Chief of Safety and Security for the school district. In order for the study
to proceed, permission and support from both the school district and police department
were imperative. The chief of police approved the study and agreed to provide the contact
information for the 18 employed SROs within the single bound case. The chief of police
contacted the SROs' direct supervisors to inform them of the impending contact for
participation in this research study and to request that the supervisors encourage the
SROs to participate. The final number of participants that met full inclusion criteria
within the bound system and agreed to participate in this study was 14, or 77% of the
total employed SROs in the school district. Of the 14 that chose to participate, 13
participants provided consent for full participation, while one agreed to participate but
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did not want the interview recorded. The participant demographic information, such as
race and gender, can be located in below (Table 3).
Table 3. Participant Race and Gender
Race
Number of
Participants
Gender
Number of
Participants

African
Caucasian/White
American/Black
7
1
Male
10

Latinx
6

Female
4

Data on participant age ranges was not collected; however, ages spanned from
approximately early twenties to late fifties. The number of years each participant had
been an SRO can be located in Table 4, found below.
Table 4. Participant Years of SRO Experience
Years of
Experience
Number of
SROs

6 months to
1 year
2

1 year to 5
years
3

6 years to
10 years
5

11 years to
20 years
2

20+ years
2

Data Collection
For data collection, I employed document review, interview, and observation to
collect participants' opinions, experiences, and thoughts. The data collection process was
collaborative due to the partnership and permission granted by the police department and
the school district. Documentation of the data collection process concluded of notes taken
during and after each interview and observation session with the purpose of collecting
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thoughts about what I knew, and what I still sought to discover. An overview of the data
collection timeline can be found below (Table 5).
Table 5. General Timeline of Data Collection Process
Activity
Meetings with
School
District and
Police
Department
for Approval
Signed
consent from
both Principal
and SRO
Interview
Observation
Document
Review
Transcription
of Interview
Within-Site
Analysis
Across
Participant
Analysis
Cross-Rater
Analysis &
Coding for
Reliability

November December January February March April May
X

X

X

X

X
X

X
X

X
X
X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

Interview. This investigation involved 14 case-study interviews, for a total of
14.25 hours. Table 6, below, contains detailed information about interview length with
each participant. Interviews were held at the participant’s workplace, meaning I met each
SRO at their assigned school. The interview questions were open-ended and
conversational. A semi-structured protocol with multiple pre-determined questions was
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utilized to guide and encourage participants to discuss their experiences, which can be
located in Appendix B (Kvale, 2011). Before conducting the interview, the participants
were briefed on confidentiality and acknowledged the use of a recording device for the
interview through the consent form (Kvale, 2011).
Table 6. Summary of Participant Interview
Case

Data Collection

Total Interview Time

001

Interview

70 minutes

002

Interview

120 minutes

003

Interview

70 minutes

004*

Interview

80 minutes

005*

Interview

80 minutes

006

Interview

90 minutes

008

Interview

55 minutes

009

Interview

40 minutes

010

Interview

55 minutes

011

Interview

50 minutes

014

Interview

50 minutes

016

Interview

45 minutes

017

Interview

50 minutes

019

Interview (did not

N/A not recorded

consent to record)
Total:

14 cases

14.25 hours

*004 & 005 were interviewed simultaneously
Active listening, as outlined in Table 7, were crucial skills for establishing rapport
and demonstrating to the participant that their account of their career was valued (Kvale,
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2011). There were moments when interacting with participants where all three tenets of
active listening could not be fostered. In situations where there were barriers to active
listening, I would emphasize the tenets that could be exhausted; for instance, when
walking around the building, nonverbal cues were difficult to read because we were not
face to face. Therefore, I would emphasize my verbal reactions to show I was listening
and interested in their opinions and experiences, such as using statements including “oh
really?” and asking follow-up questions for more information.
Table 7. Three Components of Active Listening
Active Listening Tenets

How these Tenets were Applied
Systematically in Data Collection
- I sat close to the participant and
faced the participant with an open
posture, i.e. arms uncrossed.
- I held consistent eye contact when
the participant was speaking
- I would nod my head during
conversation to show I was
listening and understood
- I offered summaries of what I just
heard to ensure understanding, for
instance ‘so, you don’t have any
role in enforcing school rules’
- The participant was given the
chance to respond back to my
summary for accuracy
- I would ask the participants follow
up statements for more
information, such as ‘what does
that look like’
- If the participant gave minimal
information, I would ask more
questions to get more, for instance
when a participant shared their
years of SRO experience, I asked

The listener’s nonverbal involvement,
indication full attention

The listener reflecting the speaker’s
message back to the speaker

The listener questioning the speaker to
encourage elaboration and further details

76

what they did prior to and for how
long to further understand their
career trajectory
During the interview, rapport was quickly formed with the participants, as
evidenced by participant open body posture, willingness to share stories, providing
details about their personal lives, and introducing me to other school staff. Rapport
assisted with an enhanced concept of the school environment as a whole and the SRO’s
self-identified professional responsibilities, which ultimately led to exploration of the
personal experiences each participant had as an SRO. This interview briefly explored
topics such as SRO perceptions of their relationships with youth, involvement in school
disciplinary measures, and the training received before entering their SRO position. Due
to the nature of the study, I noted observed participant nonverbals during each interview,
with the intention of capturing the context of the environment.
Direct Observation. After the semi-structured interview was completed,
observations of SROs were conducted. The total amount of time spent observing, not
including interview time, was approximately 33.5 hours. Participants were observed
between one and four hours at their assigned school, with an average of 2.39 hours spent
observing each participant. Please see Table 8, found below, for a breakdown of the time
spent observing each participant. While observing, field notes were created (Appendix C)
to capture school routine and the SRO’s interactions with others, including interactions
with students, administrators, teachers, and mental health staff (Creswell & Poth, 2018;
Yin, 2014). Due to my inability to blend into the setting for a blind observation, I
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engaged in participant observation; my presence at the school had the potential to impact
the setting and research environment (Creswell & Poth, 2018). During the observations, I
participated alongside the participants in their daily duties and interactions within the
context and environment (Yin, 2014). In order to mitigate the impact my presence could
have on observations, the participants introduced me to other school staff as a researcher,
I engaged in casual conversations with others, observations were designed to be a few
hours to minimize any distraction to the SROs daily functions, and I completed notes
about occurrences in the environment discretely by waiting, when possible, to jot down
information in the SRO office.
Table 8. Summary of Participant Observation
Case

Data Collection Procedure

Total Observation Time

001

Observation

2 hours

002

Observation

3 hours

003

Observation

3 hours

004*

Observation

3 hours

005*

Observation

3 hours

006

Observation

3.5 hours

008

Observation

2 hours

009

Observation

2 hours

010

Observation

2 hours

011

Observation

3 hours

014

Observation

1 hour

016

Observation

2 hours

017

Observation

1 hour
78

019

Observation

3 hours

Total:

14 cases

33.5 hours

*004 & 005 were interviewed together/at the same time
Document Review. I reviewed available and essential written documents that
contributed to data collection such as, the signed agreement between the school district
and the police department, school district discipline policies, a state school discipline bill,
and a house discipline bill. The title of the document and a brief summary of the
documents can be found below in Table 9. These documents offered insight into laws,
systems, and regulations that contributed to guidance for the SRO position, detailing how
the school district utilized discipline. The noted written documents were analyzed for
themes and codes related to SROs and discipline.
Table 9. List of Reviewed Documents
Document Name
Intergovernmental Agreement Concerning
the Funding, Implementation, and
Administration of Programs Involving
Police Officers in Schools

Summary of Document

This document assigns obligations and
responsibilities for the police department,
school district, and individual SRO. The
purpose is to ensure the health, safety, and
welfare of school district students through
a partnership program involving SROs
assigned by the police department to the
secondary level schools in the school
district.
School-Wide Restorative Practices: Step
This serves as an implementation guide
by Step
for school staff created by the school
district and partnered organizations such
as National Education Association and the
State Education Association. This guide
builds the capacity and details
responsibilities of educators and
community members in the
79

Colorado’s 2012 School Discipline Bill
SB 12-046, amended to HB 12-1345

implementation of a positive discipline
approach named restorative justice.
This bill outlines changes to legislation
related to school discipline. For instance,
this bill includes legislative declarations
pertaining to school discipline policies,
school codes of conduct to be added,
definition of “referral to law
enforcement”, inclusion of disruptive
student behavior plans, changes to
suspension and expulsions, and updated
SRO rules.

Data Analysis
Case study data analysis for this investigation was inductive through the
formation of abstract information and resulting conclusions from interview and
observation raw data (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Yin, 2014). The analysis was iterative in
nature, using the interview and observation raw data to identify meaning and salient
themes produced through the process of sorting, organizing, and repeatedly revisiting the
data (Kekeya, 2016). The 13 recorded interviews were transcribed using software called
otter.ai, which assisted in the transcription process. Otter.ai constructed the initial
transcription, and then I proceeded to listen to the recording while editing the preconstructed transcription to ensure accuracy. Field notes and documents for review were
analyzed in their original form. Additionally, halfway through data collection, I utilized
memo writing, which was described as a mini analysis technique in qualitative research
with the purpose of reflecting on knowledge gained through a process of summarizing the
major findings at that moment. Memo writing consisted of reflecting on and answering
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three questions: a) what do I know at this point of data collection; b) what am I still
curious about at this point in data collection; and c) what do I still want to know. The
intention behind memo writing was to process my own thoughts related to the emerging
themes and patterns detected during data collection (Creswell & Poth, 2018). After data
collection concluded, the downloaded interview transcriptions in Microsoft Word format
were uploaded to NVivo, a qualitative data analysis software that aided in further analysis
and organization.
The in-depth data analysis occurred after data was collected from all participants.
The data analysis stage consisted of engrossing myself in the data to identify patterns
within and across participant experiences. The transcription process of the interviews
allowed for early pattern detection, which assisted with the coding and theme recognition
process. The within-case analysis was conducted using the interview transcripts and
observation field notes to identify connection to the research purpose and research
questions (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Open coding, which consisted of reviewing the data
and defining segmented patterns in a few words, was utilized for case analysis (Creswell
& Poth, 2018). The open codes were inductive, meaning it emerged solely from the data
(Creswell & Poth, 2018). The next step was to identify salient themes that emerged
amongst the codes. Broad categories were developed and then classified as several
themes as they emerged across participants. Upon analysis completion for each
participant, the original open codes were modified and recoded to ensure consistent
language was used across participants in the coding system.
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The within-case analysis assisted in the development of a description of the case
by comparing findings across participants to detect commonalities and differences (Yin,
2014). I analyzed within-case themes and codes commonly appearing and creating
significant overlap in data across the 14 participants. This process created several main
themes and subcategories that emerged across participants and answered the research
questions. Ultimately four themes were established, with three or four subcategories for
each theme, all related to the roles and functions of SROs. See Appendix E for finalized
coding tree.
Participants were contacted with an offer for them to review their interview
transcriptions and to engage in discussion about the themes that emerged from the data.
Participant review of the data collected pertaining to them was to ensure each participant
felt they were represented accurately in the data (Creswell & Poth, 2018). This process
was referred to as member checking, and it honors the participants' experiences, adding to
the quality and accuracy of the data collected (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Four of the 14
participants read their transcripts, confirming the accuracy of the data.
In addition to member checking, intercoder reliability was utilized. Intercoder
reliability consisted of multiple coders analyzing transcripts and coding the data,
functioning as an external accuracy check on interpretive data (Creswell & Poth, 2018).
De-identified transcripts were shared with three other graduate students, who were asked
to code the transcripts they received. These three graduate students were chosen because
(a) their prior involvement with a research team performing similar tasks; (b) their
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interest in this investigation; and (c) experience with social justice agendas. The
following procedures were utilized for interrater reliability, as suggested by Creswell &
Poth (2018): development of a preliminary list of codes; sharing of the initial codebook
with the other coders; comparison of coding completed across multiple researchers; and
the codebook was revised for final coding. Upon completion, their codes were compared
to the codes that I found for interrater consistency. The themes were provided in detail
and can be found in the results section. To assist in reader comprehension, several
vignettes were created for each theme, providing the reader with detailed accounts of
SRO experiences.
Author Positionality
In qualitative research, researchers typically “acknowledge that the writings of a
qualitative text cannot be separated from the author, how the reader receives it, and how
it impacts the participants and sites under study” (Creswell & Poth, 2018, p. 228). The
way a qualitative researcher composes is rooted in their interpretation, which is
entrenched in their own cultural, socioeconomic class, gender, and political identity
(Creswell & Poth, 2018). Qualitative researchers must acknowledge that their own
experiences shape the writing and cultivate how the results are viewed by readers
(Creswell & Poth, 2018). I must provide the readers with an honest evaluation of my
subjectivities, which have an impact on the development of this study, interactions with
participants, and how the data was analyzed. The concept of reflexivity and positioning
ourselves within our work as qualitative researchers lays the foundation for
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understanding personal biases, values, and how experiences are conveyed within the
research study (Creswell & Poth, 2018). By positioning myself within this investigation,
readers will better understand how data interpretation and conclusions were reached. This
is done in two parts: (1) exploring my past experiences and connection to the
phenomenon studied; and (2) how these experiences have molded my interpretation.
Exploring my Past Experiences and Connection to the Phenomenon Studied.
I am a cis-heterosexual, White woman, born and raised in the Midwest in a middle class,
two-parent family household. I began babysitting as soon as I reached the appropriate age
and I have always assumed the role of "helper." I am the older sister to three siblings,
naturally embodying a leadership role. I have experience working in multiple preschool
settings within different roles stemming from assistant to the teacher to lead teacher.
When I began applying to undergraduate programs while still in high school, I was torn
between two career paths: education or psychology. I decided on the psychology journey,
where I quickly became interested in the research aspect of the field, which developed
into my passion for research. My undergraduate research team introduced me to the field
of program evaluation, where we evaluated the effectiveness of a community resource
center’s parenting course. Besides my undergraduate research experience, I chose to
participate in multiple classes that introduced me to the world of social justice. My
passion for social justice regarding justice system involved adolescents began during my
enrollment in multiple courses that emphasized disparities across gender, race, SES, age,
and disability. Mass incarceration and the war on drugs were phenomena that caught my
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attention. I credit my ponderance of higher education to the exposure of persistent
injustices within our criminal justice system and the added desire to support adolescents
as they navigate punitive education systems. I chose to further explore this passion
through enrollment in graduate education.
Upon entering the Child, Family, School Psychology program at the University of
Denver, I was quickly met with the opportunity to further my passion to understand what
contributes to the disproportionate referrals to the juvenile justice system, specifically
amongst students from low socioeconomic backgrounds, youth with identified
disabilities, and youth of color. It is essential to point out that I do not have personal
experience or any connection with the juvenile justice system. I am an outsider with a
professional interest in utilizing my privilege as a White, cis-heterosexual, middle-class
woman to voice my allyship to BIPOC communities by demanding action against the
multitude of injustices occurring against these communities. I cannot truly understand the
experiences that BIPOC youth have with the criminal justice system and the
disproportionate disciplinary actions taken against them in schools. My goal is center
focus on the destructive systemic patterns, such as the undoubtedly harmful
disproportionate exclusionary discipline use amongst youth of color, in anticipation of
beginning conversations geared towards the generation of change within our systems.
How these Experiences have Molded my Interpretation. My desire to advocate
for social justice within the realm of youth and incarceration is the driving factor for this
research. I was drawn to this research to find a connection between SRO employment and
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the frequent and disproportionate use of exclusionary discipline amongst students that
identify as BIPOC, specifically the referrals to the juvenile justice system. I initially
found myself skeptical of the SRO position, which was quickly challenged through
conversation with SROs and observation of organic SRO interactions with others. The
SROs voiced their suspicion of my intentions as well. Their suspicion was rooted in the
communities’ vociferously voiced negative opinions about police officers, which
included SROs. I had to check and reflect on my biases each time I encountered a new
participant. The participants and I did our best to set aside our reservations to make room
for honest, sincere, and vulnerable conversation, permitting us to acknowledge the shared
goal between us; the goal of being a resource for youth.
High Quality Qualitative Research Criteria
Qualitative research follows a distinctive guideline of rigor and quality (Creswell
& Poth, 2018; Tracy, 2010). There were eight main criteria suggested to meet highquality research: worthy topic, rigor, sincerity, credibility, resonance, significant
contribution, ethics, and meaningful coherence (Tracy, 2010). I aimed to meet these eight
quality criteria throughout this investigation through intentional research practices.
Worthy Topic. A worthy topic was defined as being timely, relevant, significant,
and interesting (Tracy, 2010). SROs were being examined across the nation for their
efficacy in schools. Near the conclusion of the data collection phase, multiple large
metropolitan school districts across the nation decided to end their contracts with police
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departments. A research study on the roles of SROs was extremely timely, relevant,
significant, and interesting; therefore, this investigation met criteria for worthy topic.
Rigor. Productive rigor was identified by sufficient, appropriate, and complex
data collection procedures and analysis (Tracy, 2010). This was achieved through
following recommended data collection procedures, spending time with participants, and
fulfilling the analysis process outlined by case study experts (Creswell & Poth, 2018;
Tracy, 2010; Yin, 2014).
Sincerity. Sincerity was considered as self-reflective activities and transparency
about the process (Tracy, 2010); I acknowledged my position and subjectivities in the
author's biographical statement (see above) and through thorough descriptions of the
methodological processes.
Credibility. To achieve credibility in this investigation, thick description,
triangulation, and member checking were utilized (Tracy, 2010). I utilized multiple
measures for credibility, including member checking and intercoder reliability. These
measures were discussed in detail in the data analysis section.
Resonance. Resonance as a criterion was defined as the way the research
influenced the readers (Tracy, 2010). The use of descriptive vignettes promoted
resonance by placing the readers within the context of the scene and by building
connections with participants through their lived experiences. Providing the readers with
details to help them envision the scene and sharing participant experiences helped to
create that connection to and resonance with the data being shared.
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Significant Contribution. This research investigation delivered a significant
contribution to school psychology by identifying areas for school psychologists to partner
with SROs as an advocate for youth of color, diminishing SPJJ, and finding alternative
disciplinary actions that promote skill-building. This investigation had the potential for a
positive impact on youth through acknowledging the disproportionate harm conducted
through the use of exclusionary school discipline and criminalizing student behaviors,
and additionally through the offered suggestions for effective alternative practices.
Ethics. Ethical practice was achieved through the University of Denver’s IRB
procedures. Additionally, in order to conduct this study and gain access to participants,
approval was obtained from both the school district and the police department.
Meaningful Coherence. The last criterion of meaningful coherence included
achieving the stated goals, using specified data collection measures, and connection to
literature, research questions, findings, and interpretation (Tracy, 2010). This
investigation met this criterion through the use of a single case study design that aligned
with the questions studied and by reaching the intended purpose: to understand the
responsibilities and functions of the SROs bounded by the case, identifying areas that
school psychologists can collaborate with the best interest of youth at the forefront.
Results
This study provides a robust understanding of the role of 14 SROs within one
school district. Four themes emerged from the data: Responsibilities, Unique Profile of
SROs, Influence on Discipline, and Shared Experiences of SROs. The discussion of
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themes, supported by quotes from participants and vignettes describing their activities,
provides an understanding of SRO roles, functions, experiences, and voices. Please refer
to Appendix E for a coding tree that lists the four main themes and subcategories
associated with each theme.
How do SROs describe their defined role in their assigned school?
Responsibilities. All participants identified three primary aspects of their role as
an SRO, including mentor, educator, and protector.
Mentor. The National Association of School Resource Officers (NASRO) TRIAD
model divides SRO responsibilities into three parts, with one being "informal counselor."
NASRO synonymously uses the terms informal counselor and mentor. Whether the term
being used is informal counselor, mentor, or advisor, SROs described themselves as
embodying the role of caring for and guiding students to make positive choices. The
mentor role is defined within the TRIAD model as "addressing school violations to
impact student behavior and character positively, and may refer students to school
personnel as necessary" (Canady, 2018, p. 5). Mentor will be the term utilized when
discussing SROs addressing school violations and youth criminal behavior through
offering advice. Officer 001 described how s/he enacts this role, "Well, usually [a teacher
or administrator] brings me something, and many times, it's just to advise [the student].
'This is what could happen.' 'If you do this again, I'm gonna have to give you a ticket.'"
Thus, Officer 001 advises students by sharing the possible consequences of their actions
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if they decide to misbehave, which could be seen as a warning depending on the
circumstances. Officer 005 expressed this same sentiment about speaking to students.
I call it "A come to Jesus" conversation. Often, we have those conversations, like,
"This is what you're doing, this is what happened, and this is what could happen if
you continue the same behavior." Some of those real conversations we can have
with a familiar face. So, I believe it hits home more.
These officers emphasize their approach when speaking with students as an
advisement for or against behaviors, offering them an opportunity to think about potential
consequences, which is a challenge for adolescents due to their prefrontal cortex and
decision-making abilities still in development (Galvan, 2012). Some officers described
their mentoring role as entrenched in empathy and care for students. Officer 008
described their gentle approach to working with students by offering different
perspectives.
So, I have to be careful, but I care so much about these students that I'm going to
be speaking out of a place of love and concern. And they hear me. It's not like you
need to say, “Hey, come here, let me talk to you for a second.” You know, not
embarrassing anybody, there's a way to do it. I'm very gentle in my approach and
I think the kids appreciate that. And that's what makes them hear me because I'm
trying. Even though they're kids, they're still young men and women. And at that
teenage stage, they want a little bit of respect and you kind of gotta give it, give a
little to get it. Even though you're the adult, doesn't mean you're always right, so I
90

understand that dynamic. You ever think about doing it this way? You ever think
about how that may be offensive to somebody?
This approach creates a space for students to think through misbehavior without
significant consequences, consider other perspectives, and then identify constructive
alternatives. In this context, space refers to a place where students bring awareness to and
discuss their grievances without any judgment or consequences while considering
alternative actions or thoughts stimulated by guidance from another. The SROs serve as a
resource for students by providing space for them to discuss any issues or concerns.
While the SROs do not have a say in what disciplinary actions happen for students,
especially involving the violation of school rules, they use their role as mentors to guide
students to make decisions that do not harm themselves or others. When SRO’s gently
advise students to return to class when roaming the halls or when out in the community
skipping school, they can avoid receiving exclusionary discipline for violating school
rules. SROs recognize that by advising a student against violating school rules or the law,
future citations for worse behavior can be avoided.
SROs avoid writing youth tickets and arresting them because SROs recognize the
burden it places upon families. Criminalizing youth often leads to more severe
consequences in the future, such as school noncompletion and further criminal justice
system involvement (Curtis, 2014; McCarter, 2016). As one SRO put it,
It's more advising them and trying not to get them into trouble with the law.
Because in the end, it punishes not just them, but it punishes their parents, their
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family, and then it has an impact on the whole thing. But when it comes down to
it, it’s [trying] to work some sense into them, and if not, then we have to move it a
step further.
Ultimately, SROs utilize caution and discretion when it comes to writing tickets
because they see themselves as mentors first, trying to deter misbehavior from occurring
in the first place. SROs understand the detriment that ticketing a student can have on the
whole family system; they prefer to utilize their voice to guide decisions that do not result
in trouble with the law. SROs strongly identify as a mentor for youth. This role is rooted
in the passion for guiding youth decision-making and encouraging positive choices that
will not result in criminal justice system involvement.
Educator. SROs have specialized knowledge in law enforcement, criminal trends,
and the criminal justice system. This role relates to the second part of the NASRO
recognized TRIAD Model, which is an educator. Being in schools, SROs can utilize
their specialized knowledge and training to benefit youth and other professionals in
school by sharing information about law-related topics. Not only can SROs offer
information on laws and what options individuals have, but they also know about
available resources in the community, such as available crisis centers and where families
can obtain food or clothing when in need. The majority of the SROs in this study
identified themselves as educators in some capacity. Below is a vignette offering an
example of how SROs can use their educator role effectively in schools. This vignette
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highlights how one SRO took his educator role above and beyond by teaching a criminal
justice course for high school youth interested in obtaining college credit:
Officer 006 went above and beyond his role by teaching an elective course on
criminal justice for youth in high school, which, if successfully passed, results in college
credits. Officer 006 has two master’s degrees, one in organizational leadership and the
other in criminal justice. Officer 006 solely advocated for this course to be taught and is
the only SRO teaching a college-level course within this school district. He expressed his
idea of expanding this course for students to take a sequence of courses across their four
years in high school to obtain a certificate in criminal justice at the end. It was evident
that Officer 006 had a passion and recognized the value of educating youth around topics
concerning criminal justice. The following vignette includes my observation of Officer
006 teaching the criminal justice class to students on a Wednesday morning.
It was a typical chilly January morning in the middle of the workweek. Pulling
into the high school parking lot, I arrived before the school day began, anticipating time
for introductions and small talk. After brief introductions in the front office after I signed
into the school guest log sheet, we quickly shuffled into his office so he could grab the
course textbook and his laptop, which contained his lesson plans and PowerPoints. We
had fifteen minutes before the class began, and Officer 006 gave me a tour of the school,
pointing out the offices where the mental health team was, the cafeteria, and the gym.
Eventually, we arrived at the back corner of the library in a space set up similarly
to a classroom with a white projector, a standing desk where the computer was while
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presenting, and seating for students facing the projector screen. There were four rows of
tables with six chairs in each row. In the back of the room were three high-top tables with
four chairs at each table. I sat in the second row next to the windows on the right side of
the room, closer to where he would be standing to teach. While waiting for students to
shuffle in, the officer explained the course and his qualifications. He explained that the
course was an introduction to criminal justice and potential careers related to criminal
justice. Officer 006 shared this course was offered every semester, and if the students
passed the class, they would gain three college credits from a local community college.
Students begin to trickle into the back corner of the library, finding a seat at either the
high-top tables or the rows of tables, cutting it close to the bell sounding the start of class.
The start time, at 8:30, came and went. He began the lecture with seven of the nine
enrolled students present. He has 90 minutes of their undivided attention. The focus of
the lesson today is mens rea, a criminal justice term commonly referred to as criminal
intent (vignette complete).
This criminal justice course provided by Officer 006 exemplifies how SROs can
fully use their platform as educators and law enforcement. This course allows Officer 006
to share knowledge related to law enforcement, connect with students on an intimate
level, and create interest amongst students for a career in criminal justice. SROs teaching
classes is not a common practice, but it has the potential to be widely used. SROs are
responsible for educating youth and staff on law-related outcomes and available
resources in the community. SROs find themselves educating students on consequences
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that could occur, based on the behaviors they are exhibiting, in an attempt to prevent
criminal misbehaviors from happening. The educator role looks different depending on
the SRO and how they prioritize their other daily responsibilities. Officer 006 dedicated
time to provide this elective course as an option for students because s/he wanted to apply
their two master’s degrees and decided that teaching was beneficial for youth and
enjoyable experience.
Protector. Protector is another role embodied by the SRO position and is
embedded in the NASRO recognized TRIAD model, referred to as 'law enforcement.'
The following comment exemplifies this role: "I'm passionate about this job, about
protecting these kids" (Officer 001). Protecting the student body and staff on school
grounds is a significant component of the role, as Officer 002 stated, "my role here is for
safety." Safety is a highly regarded responsibility of SROs. Teachers and other staff bring
awareness of threatening or concerning situations to SROs, especially regarding student
safety. A predominant reason many police officers were initially placed in schools was
because of mass school shootings like Columbine (Bell, 2015; Mallett, 2016; Wolf,
2014), and several officers mentioned this notion during the conversation. The following
comment was typical.
I'm not really out looking for stuff. I try to be in the hallway, where if a fight
breaks out, I'm there to break it up. I'm always in the lunchroom where all the kids
are. I go outside. We get a lot of community complaints on the kids hang out in
the alley smoking pot and doing stuff. So, I'll go in the alleys and hang out. So,
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wherever the kids are, I try to be. We have pep rallies, I'm in the gym. If there's an
assembly in the auditorium, I try to be near the auditorium just because you know
if something breaks out, and if there's going to be a Columbine, it's usually where
all the kids are. So, I want to be close, right? (Officer 001)
School shootings are an unfortunate reality that SROs have to consider and prepare for.
Keeping the safety of those inside the school buildings is a top priority.
Safety does not singularly fall on the shoulders of the one SRO. The principals,
teachers, hired school safety staff, and others may be aware of a situation first then relay
the message to the SRO. Officer 005 shared:
Yeah, they let us know about all things concerning safety of the students. I believe
they do a great job of informing us of what's happened and what could possibly
happen, from a fight to even just traffic because we have kids with new cars, new
licenses and try to impress their friends and a lot of them run the stop signs all the
time. All of the time, so they let us know when they see stuff like that, that way
we can bring that kid in and say, “Hey, this is what someone saw” or “This is
what I saw.” Like, “Let's talk about what you learned in your traffic book. Let's
learn, let's stop at the stop sign before someone actually gets hurt.” So, a lot of
deterring. Preventing stuff from happening, I think that's our biggest role here. I'm
trying to stop it before it even happens.
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Safety in school relies on trust, sharing information, consulting, and collaborating
between SROs, safety and security personnel, teachers, administrators, and students.
Having a team of people that bring concerning information to one another with the
student's best interest is imperative in correcting misbehavior and mitigating credible
threats.
SROs are involved in the consequences of misbehaviors when it becomes a
criminal matter and threatens safety; for instance, when a student brings a gun into
school. There are situations when the administration handles student discipline by
applying detention or suspension without SRO involvement. SROs are not directly
involved in youth misbehavior situations when it is not a criminal matter, for example,
truancy, insulting a teacher, and wearing clothing that violates the school dress code. As
Officer 003 said, "I don't do any discipline at all. I can maybe suggest that if some things
are over the top, [the student] needs to go home." SROs are consistently considering
safety in the school. When things go awry, the SRO is the responsible party in addressing
the threat by whatever means necessary. Some participants endorsed the presence of guns
on campus brought by youth in their backpacks. SROs are liable for investigating the
presence of the gun, removing it from the student’s possession and in this situation,
incriminating the youth.
In summary, protector, educator, and mentor describe the primary responsibilities
of SROs. These identified responsibilities align with the NASRO created TRIAD model.

97

SROs embody the responsibilities associated with the term’s protector, educator, and
mentor.
Unique Profile of SROs. Each of the participants in this study reported similar
features that create a “profile” of what it means to be an SRO in this specific school
district. The features that create this SRO profile include descriptions of what a typical
day looks like, relationships with students and staff, and their favorite and least favorite
aspect of being an SRO.
No Typical Day. Upon asking SROs to describe how a typical day looks, many
responded by saying something along the lines of “There is not a typical day.” The day’s
events are formed by what is occurring among students, teachers, and administrators. For
instance, if the SRO walks into the building and they have received a report related to a
credible threat towards someone in the building, their day will operate around ensuring
that threat is diminished, changing around their schedule if necessary. Some everyday
tasks include a physical presence in the hallways, writing reports in their office space,
and answering calls for assistance or collaboration as they are received, through their
phone or walkie-talkie. SROs plan for flexibility in their schedules, dedicating time, and
assistance to teachers, administrators, students, parents, and other staff. The following
vignette created from multiple accounts and observations of several SROs represents the
intricate details and flexibility in an SROs daily schedule:
The officer’s alarm goes off before the sun rises. It is time to put on the
universally recognizable uniform of a law enforcement officer, including the duty belt
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with the firearm, handcuffs, and a flashlight. The first stop of the day is the police station
for a check-in with the sergeant before the school day begins. Checking in to see if any
pertinent police reports were received overnight, specifically about youth and families at
their school requiring immediate attention. After the check-in is complete, the officer
grabs their police car from the station and drives to school. The police car is parked in
front to inform the community that there is a police presence. The sun is rising as
students and staff trickle into the school building.
The SRO positions themselves at the entrance, greeting students and staff as they
walk through the front doors. The SRO offers a smile to those entering the building,
catching up with students and other school staff on recent happenings. Monday
morning’s casual conversations usually surround discussing the outcomes of the Sunday
night football games with male students and teasing each other about their team’s
performance the night before. Check-ins with administration, mental health team,
restorative justice deans, and school safety occur as necessary. Either casually by
stopping by one another’s offices or by calling a formal meeting when there is a concern
about safety or a particular student. When the school climate feels calm, the goal is for
the SRO to be physically present by standing in the hallways while students are
transitioning between classes and during their lunch period. Kids walk by in the halls
saying hello, stopping to share the ‘A’ they received on their most recent math exam, and
teachers join for a casual conversation about what tv shows they are currently watching.
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A slow morning quickly turns into a hectic afternoon with just one phone call. A
call comes through on the walkie-talkie from the school’s safety and security team,
“Robbie just ran out of the building towards the lake across the street.” The SRO does not
hesitate to immediately take action by getting into the police car conveniently located
near the school entrance, driving across the grass of the park to where the student was
sitting on a tree branch over the lake. The student was easy to locate due to the multiple
staff members near the lake, including a paraprofessional, a teacher from the special
education classroom, the school psychologist, and the principal. The staff members were
asking the student to get off the tree branch hanging over the water. After 15 minutes of
the SRO advising the student that what they were doing was not safe, then offering the
student a ride in the police car back to school, the student agreed to be safely escorted
across the street and back to school grounds.
Next, what happened to the student was a decision for the administration to make,
as SROs do not enforce school rules and policies. The day transitions back to the SRO
standing in the hall, being a familiar and available resource for those inside the school;
however, the SRO is hypervigilant for that call requiring police assistance (vignette
complete).
As observed and reported through interviews, each day presents unique
challenges and requests, which the SROs in this study expressed as a positive aspect.
They enjoy not doing the same thing day after day. SROs are prepared to spend their time
addressing concerns, assisting students, chatting with teachers, documenting criminal
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matters that have occurred via writing reports, and consulting with school leadership as
they naturally occur throughout the day.
Relationships with Students. Another key feature of the SRO profile is the
relationship with students. “Why do I want to [be an SRO]? Because I like kids, you
know, and I like to work with them” (Officer 003). The desire to interact with youth and
be a resource for them has become a hallmark of this law enforcement position. SROs
come into contact with students every day; they often stand in the hallways to make
themselves visible and available for students to approach as a friendly adult in the
building. Students approach SROs to chat about many issues, including but not limited to
sports, asking a law enforcement related question, expressing concerns about fellow
students, or updating them on positive things happening. Officer 006 stated, “The kids are
great; they know they can come to me for help.” This suggests the establishment of trust
between officers and students. Students feel comfortable going to the officer for
assistance, alluding to a positive relationship. Officer 006 expressed positive
relationships, even when interacting with students for reasons related to misbehavior.
Even when kids mess up, I try to reel them in to help them and it's like, “Oh, I'm
not gonna go to jail.” “Oh, I'm not gonna get a ticket.” It's like, night and day.
They're talkative. They're happy. They want me to go out and play ball with them.
It's amazing what you can achieve when you just broke down those walls.
Providing students with a verbal warning instead of issuing a citation, helps them realize
that the SRO presence does not mean they will always receive a ticket. These interactions
101

offer students a positive perspective of SROs, allowing SROs to be seen as a mentor and
protector. Students view the SRO as someone who is there to help guide them towards
formulating positive choices.
SRO interactions do not always lead to positive opinions about them. Such as
when they have to ensure force through a citation or arrest. These actions can upset the
student and their family. Positive interactions reveal SROs advocate for alternatives to
criminalizing youth and display the SRO truly desires to serve youth as a mentor. SROs
additionally expressed a positive police interaction can stay with a student forever.
Positive police interactions can change youth outlooks on police officers. SROs shared
stories of youth whose families have historically disliked law enforcement, only to meet
and have a positive interaction with the SRO, slightly altering those negative perceptions.
For instance, Officer 009 stated, "Some kids in their 20s still come back here to talk to
me about what's going on in their life." Several SROs expressed this sentiment of high
school alumni often introducing the SRO to their significant other or children. These
stories of alumni returning to update the SRO on their life include youth that once
received citations from the SRO while they were still in high school. Participants in this
study voiced strong relationships with their students and being positive role models.
Even when correcting misbehavior, they can leave a positive impression. One of
the participants went into law enforcement to become an SRO because of the influential
relationship s/he had with the SRO employed at their high school. Other encouraging
interactions between students and SROs that were observed include high fives in the
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hallway, students stopping by their office to ask for snacks because they were hungry,
SROs using their daily lunch period to support a student, students visiting the SRO’s
office to share that they signed up for the ROTC program, an SRO donating their clothing
to a student in need, and SROs attending school sporting events in plain clothes to
support the students. SROs expressed that youths are the reason for choosing this law
enforcement position. Officer 017 shared, “I really enjoy working with the kids. I find
them fascinating. I have a great relationship with a lot of students around here, and we do
a lot of fun things, you know, and watching them grow.”
All the participants emphasized the importance of positive interactions with
youth. Through their observed interactions and their statements about their desire to work
with students, these SROs chose this law enforcement career because they genuinely
enjoy interacting with youth and being a resource.
Relationships with Staff. Youth are the main reason that the participants entered
the SRO position. Positive relationships with staff are an essential element. Participants
voiced that positive and collaborative relationships with staff did not always come easily.
Officer 008 shared that the adults in the building were more conflicted with police officer
presence than youth were:
Initially, when I got [assigned this school], I knew that bonding with the kids
would be easy. It was the adults that I had to convince. I had to convince the
adults that I was truly here for the kids and not to collect all this information and
to put all this paperwork on [them]. I'm not here for that. It took a while to kind of
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chip away at that because I got the perception that they felt like they had to
protect the kids from me. It's a crappy feeling.
Officer 008 had to convince the adults, including administrators and teachers, that their
role was to be a resource, not to cause harm. Relationships with the school leadership
team, mental health team members, and teachers are imperative for SROs to do their job
effectively.
School leadership teams often involve administrators, such as principals and viceprincipals, and restorative justice deans. Restorative justice deans have selected personnel
to assist students in communication skill development and conflict resolution through
restorative pathways. The restorative justice deans are a team of individuals that address
students when they violate school rules by hosting them in their office to discuss their
misbehavior and how to repair any harm caused by their actions. The restorative justice
deans handle school rule violations, and SROs are involved when misbehavior becomes
criminal, working parallel to each other and sometimes coming into contact with the
same students. Officer 004 described their relationship with leadership: “I think with the
administrators, especially our team of [restorative justice] deans, we have an excellent
relationship, really good working relationship with them.” Creating a strong working
relationship eases the job by relying on one another’s expertise and utilizing collaborative
decision-making. Officer 011 describes the importance of communication:
Communication is the biggest part here. We need to all be on the same page. We
usually are. As for what's going on in the school, what we need to know about, or
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if there's a certain kid that we need to be on alert for. When things get a little
messy, we do communicate very well and make sure we try to get messages
across to each other that are important or significant.
Communication across leadership, including administrators and restorative justice deans,
is pertinent to school climate by exploring the options available to address student
misbehavior. One staff member may know of a resource or alternative technique that
another is unaware of. Each staff member contributes to supporting students; restorative
justice deans are experts in repairing relationships, and SROs know community resources
and the law. SROs understand the importance of maintaining a collaborative relationship
with school leadership and other school staff.
SROs perceive the mental health team as a resource to utilize. The mental health
team looks different at each school but typically consists of school counselors, school
psychologists, and social workers. SROs endorsed working relationships with the mental
health team, sharing that these collaborations had the best interest of the students in mind.
Officer 009 described the importance of partnerships with mental health personnel.
Those partnerships are key to doing this job. I've talked to kids where I feel like,
“Okay, I can help you a little bit, but I don't have all the tools in my toolbox to be
the help that you need.” So, I'll take those kids down to the mental health office
here in the building and say, “Look, this kid has expressed this to me. And it's
really beyond my means or beyond my scope to really dig into what's bothering
this kid. Can you help me help them?” So yeah, we collaborate all the time.
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The SRO’s perspective exhibits that they understand their limitations and what resources
are appropriate for assistance. By engaging in a partnership with school psychologists,
school counselors, and school social workers, SROs can direct students to them for their
expertise in student support, such as behavior management and formal counseling.
Partnerships allow for collaboration and divvying up the youth's responsibility,
especially when there is a mental health concern. For instance, one SRO received a report
from the police department via email regarding law enforcement being called to the home
of a student the night prior. The call for law enforcement assistance was related to mental
health concerns and family relationship issues. The SRO shared the name of the student
with the school psychologist, asking the school psychologist to check in with the student.
While the school psychologist was tasked with checking in with the student in their
office, the SRO was following up about the report and seeing what resources were
available in the family’s community. SROs described their relationship with the school
psychologist as essential in ensuring that the students they work with receive the best
support possible.
Teachers are another important staff relationship. Relationships with teachers look
slightly different across participants; some SROs report positive relationships with
teachers, even going out to eat after school hours. Multiple participants endorsed
constructive relationships with teachers, saying, "I get along with the teachers pretty
good." Others state that while the teachers are generally friendly, not all teachers believe
police officers belong in schools saying, "They seem nervous like they don't want cops in
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the schools, you can just get that attitude." Some SROs shared they keep their distance
from teachers due to their negative connotations of police officers and inappropriate
reliance on SROs to correct youth misbehavior by requesting citations. Navigating these
differing opinions can be challenging for the officer, especially when presented with
teachers that verbalize their disagreement with having police in schools or when teachers
try to call upon officers to deal with unwanted behaviors. Officer 004 expressed that s/he
tries to distance themselves from teachers due to pressure to use force for student
misbehavior in the classrooms.
What I found out early on is when I made myself too accessible to all of the staff,
especially teachers, a lot of times when a teacher had a problem in her classroom,
she would start to call me, a police officer. And what I said to myself is, I need to
limit that access for them.
This quote expressed the SRO's misuse from teachers by calling upon the SRO to come
into their classroom to resolve issues; for instance, a teacher calling the SRO for student
noncompliance because the youth did not want to give the teacher their cell phone. SROs
report that this is not a criminal issue and they do not have a place in enforcing the
teachers' request. Several SROs reported that teachers want them to step in as a tool for
correcting student classroom misbehavior. This is problematic because SROs are not
involved in violations of school rules. Additionally, they strongly oppose using force
when not necessary.
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SROs navigate essential working relationships with school staff such as
leadership, mental health teams, and teachers. There is an understanding of the benefits
these working relationships have on school climate, student outcomes, and in fostering
further positive operational interactions.
Favorite Aspect of Being SRO. All the participants endorsed a rendition of, “My
favorite part is the kids, working with the kids.” SROs are in a unique position where
they have direct contact with the youth. The SROs in this study identified their desire and
passion for directly interacting with youth. Not all police officers enjoy working with
youth and adolescents, as expressed by one officer, “There [are] some cops that dread
dealing with kids in school. I love it. I love coming to school.” The participants expressed
that not all police officers can become an SRO; the officer must aspire to work amongst
youth every day. Patience is a crucial personality trait necessary to educate, mentor, and
protect students. Another SRO went as far as saying his career is the best option in law
enforcement:
I'm telling you, this is the best job in the police department by far and I've worked
in many different assignments. Other officers just have the impression ‘Oh,
dealing with kids can be such a pain in the ass...’ And it's not, it really isn't.
Not every individual enjoys working with youth, emphasizing that the SRO position is
for individuals that genuinely desire to be there.
Least Favorite Aspect of Being SRO. “My least favorite part is giving out
tickets,” as stated by Officer 006. Officers express the difficulty in knowing that a student
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is hurting, whether it was due to receiving a bad grade, not having food at home,
witnessing domestic abuse, or getting a citation for a criminal act committed on school
grounds. Officer 005 described this sentiment further:
Just seeing kids in pain. Just seeing kids going through stuff. Realistically, it hurts
me sometimes to even give some of these kids tickets. It really does. Because it's
like when you have conversations with kids and [you’re] like “Aww man you
keep on making the same mistake.” When they brought it to a place where we
have a victim who wants the police to do something about it, because we have a
real victim of a particular situation, and it hurts to do that.
Officer 005 is referring to having repeated similar conversations with students about
misbehavior. When there is a victim involved in the student misbehavior, the situation
gets increasingly complicated, especially when there is a request for action against the
culprit because the SRO is then required to act as a law enforcer. Law enforcement,
including SROs, have to act when an individual expresses their want to press charges
against someone. On some occasions, SROs find that their hands are tied, and they have
no choice but to write a ticket or arrest a student. On other occasions, SROs use
discretion and do not ticket students for fighting on school grounds. However, if a student
goes home with a black eye and the guardians are upset and decide they want to press
charges on the culprit, the SRO has to respond accordingly.
The pressure to make an arrest or write a ticket is not exclusive to guardians.
SROs receive similar notions from both administrators and teachers. Officer 001 shared,
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"when I get an administrator that tries to pressure me to write kids tickets or search them
when I shouldn't, that's [my] least favorite." SROs are essentially having to navigate
messages from guardians, administration, the police department, youth, and parents.
When individuals that do not work in law enforcement are pressuring the SRO to utilize
force and criminalize youth, SROs report standing their ground and challenging those
requests. This can be a challenging occurrence. Especially when that voice pressuring to
ticket youth comes from leadership in the school. SROs do not enjoy giving students
tickets or having to put them in handcuffs. SROs actively avoid those situations through
mentorship and alternatives to punitive actions.
How do SROs decide whether to involve themselves in disciplinary actions via the
following: referral to juvenile justice system, ticketing, and/or arresting youth?
To answer this research question, the influence that SROs report or deny having
on disciplinary measures in the school, including citations and arrests, will be addressed
further.
Influence on Discipline. Discipline refers to the school administrator’s prescribed
measures for youth misbehavior on school property, such as truancy or disrespecting a
teacher. Historically, discipline in school has been punitive and exclusionary. Standard
exclusionary measures include suspension, in-school and out-of-school, and expulsion
(Bottiani et al., 2018; Pigott et al., 2018; Skiba et al., 2014). Few schools in this study
choose to employ disciplinary measures that do not exclude students from the school
through detention, restorative justice, and in-school suspension. The encouragement
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behind the usage of less exclusionary discipline measures is that students are accounted
for by requiring them to be present at school, in a dedicated room where they are
monitored and given assignments to complete. This ensures that students are still
provided with the basic needs that the school provides, such as a sense of community, a
safe physical space, and food. A typical response from SROs related to their role in
school disciplinary matters was a composite of “discipline is up to the school” and “I do
not have a role in discipline.” Administrators and restorative justice deans handle
disciplinary matters in the school.
Youth misbehavior is brought to the attention of the SRO once it becomes a
violation of the law. For instance, misbehaviors such as truancy and violating the school
dress code do not violate the law. Therefore, these types of misbehavior are handled by
restorative justice deans or an administrator. Fighting on school property is misbehavior
that could be considered a school violation or a criminal matter, making the boundaries
around fighting vague and up to the discretion of the SRO. One SRO further explained
this scenario.
Just because two kids get in a fight, it doesn't mean that they automatically get a
ticket. Fighting in and by itself can be a violation of the law, but since they're in
the school and you're trying to teach them how to become young adults, the
school has a restorative process, they have ways of dealing with things. Let’s say
this is the students first time getting into trouble and getting into a fight with
another student, then maybe we don't need to escalate things to the level of where
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I [the SRO] get involved legally. So, sometimes I have to kind of push things
back on the school. We sit and we'll have those discussions and I don't get
involved legally.
This SRO explained that s/he will often know the student(s) involved in the fight and will
gather information in an attempt to understand what occurred before the fight. This
understanding allows the SRO to mentor youth on alternative avenues to fighting. Instead
of the SRO getting involved legally, they will consult with youth, restorative justice
deans, and the administrator to collaboratively discuss appropriate discipline options. The
desired approach to discipline is providing students with a learning opportunity through
mentorship on correcting misbehaviors. “It’s more advising them and trying not to get
them into trouble with the law.” SROs are not directly involved in school discipline. The
motive for SRO's lack of involvement in school discipline is to allow youth the space to
think about their decisions to correct unwanted behavior, not punish them with a
permanent record via police involvement for every misbehavior.
Ticketing & Handcuffing. SROs are first and foremost police officers. They are
trained in law enforcement, and often have their first law enforcement related job
experience as a patrol officer or in detective work before becoming an SRO. Some police
departments even require a precise number of years spent as a patrol officer before they
are allowed to accept a position in a school. The police department in this study does not
require SROs to have prior patrol experience. A couple of participants went into law
enforcement to become an SRO and reported only having SRO experience. As a police
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officer, ticketing and handcuffing youth occur because it is within the bounds of their job.
When criminal behavior transpires, SROs are required to act accordingly. When there is a
matter of criminal behavior, the SROs expressed that their hands are tied. As previously
mentioned, SROs voiced situations where guardians pursue charges on another student.
Sometimes you get parents who get involved and they had their perception that
okay, even though the two [students] are like “No, it's cool, I don't want to pursue
any charges,” then ultimately the parents are like, “Well no, he broke [my kid’s]
glasses and I'm gonna have a doctor bill, so I want to press charges.” Then it’s
kind of out of my hands. I have a parent willing to sign a complaint, therefore I
have to issue a ticket.
Issuing citations or arresting youth is an aspect of the job where the SROs have voiced
their aversion. The majority of the time, SROs report not wanting to give students tickets.
Officer 001 shared that, "[SROs] are trying not to send these kids, give these kids tickets.
That's the last resort."
SROs try alternative methods to handle situations because they do not enjoy
giving tickets to students. Officer 017 expressed this sentiment in a statement.
Yeah, let's talk about [the misbehavior]. Let's try some other things because a
ticket isn't always the answer. And then [the students] grow up and they lose that
respect for law enforcement. So yeah, that's the approach I use, but sometimes
you have to push back because people don't quite understand that concept.

113

Officer 017 is alluding to having conversations with youth and trying alternative
discipline measures rather than ticketing them. SROs recognize that being quick to
criminalize youth for behaviors that can be dealt with in other ways can result in a loss of
respect for law enforcement.
Some adults in the school building do not understand the consequences that can
transpire from using criminalizing methods to resolve misbehavior. SROs shared that
they have received requests from both administrators and teachers to ticket or arrest
students. "I'm not giving a kid a ticket because they won't give [the teacher] their cell
phone. That's a school issue. So, I fight not to give these kids tickets all the time." SROs
often argue against giving students tickets. The participants in this study unanimously
expressed that ticketing and arresting students was the last resort, often utilizing other
approaches such as mentoring students through conversations about decisions and
assisting in decision making to restore any harm that ensued from their misbehavior. “Not
everything that these kids do needs to be criminalized” (Officer 005).
Alternatives. As previously mentioned, this school district has established
alternative measures to punitive disciplinary actions. All participants were queried about
the use of discipline in their school, and most reported the use of alternative approaches
such as restorative justice and the new diversion program.
The SROs reported a lack of involvement in school disciplinary decisions;
therefore, they were not sure how restorative justice was utilized. Officer 009 shared their
belief that restorative justice is utilized in the school, “I would say [discipline] is
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alternative. They use a form of restorative justice. I think that if you go to each [school],
maybe they all are using some form of restorative justice.” The school district has indeed
adopted alternative measures for discipline, including restorative justice.
SROs reported utilizing a new program that the school district implemented called
diversion. Diversion is a program employed to decrease the number of juvenile justice
system referrals that occur from citations and arrests. Diversion allows for SROs to
directly offer the students an alternative to receiving a ticket by attending a course related
to the misbehavior incident. For instance, if a student is found with marijuana in their
backpack and this is their first offense, the SRO can send them straight to diversion. In
this case, the diversion would be a course related to youth substance use and abuse.
Diversion serves as an alternative to writing that student a ticket, preventing the
criminalization of that student via a criminal record. Officer 001 offered praise for the
new diversion program.
“We have a new program that started this year. If I give a kid a ticket for fighting,
juvenile courts would just send them to diversion anyway, and diversion would
just divert them to get different types of help. Maybe anger classes, you know,
anger management, maybe drug classes or whatever. So that's what diversion is,
community service. And so now, on their first offense, I can send [them] straight
to diversion. I don't have to give them a ticket. And so that's been huge. There's
no record. The parents don't have to go to court. There are no court costs.”
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Although the diversion program is new to the school, SROs already report
positive outcomes. Specifically, they share that students who matriculate through a
diversion course for their first offense of misbehavior have not offended a second time.
The diversion program sounds promising.
Officer 011 talked about other disciplinary techniques that are effectively used at
their school:
Lunch detention is used a lot because that's the kids social hour, right? These kids
are all about their social life and everything so that kills them. So, lunch detention
definitely works the most as far as getting the message across. The second thing
would be putting them under certain either behavior or attendance contracts,
keeps them in check. [The contracts] kind of put a little bit more structure on
those kids that need it to be a little bit more accountable for either their attendance
or their behavior.
Lunch detention and behavior contracts are other alternatives options to pushing
students out of school. These alternatives allow for the student to attend school, where
they are still receiving a sense of community and safety, while removing preferred
activities and rewards, such as time to socialize with friends. Although SROs report
having a minimal role in school discipline, they can report on what measures are being
used. As voiced, alternatives to punitive and exclusionary discipline fall into the
administrator’s and restorative justice dean’s hands.
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To answer the research question, how do SROs decide whether to involve
themselves in disciplinary actions via the following: referral to the juvenile justice
system, ticketing, or arresting youth, SROs report not directly being involved in
disciplinary actions employed by the school for the violation of rules and policies. SROs
are involved in misbehaviors that breach the criminal threshold. When a criminal matter
arises, SROs first search for options other than writing a ticket or arresting youth because
they understand the detriment of these actions. SROs offer themselves and the knowledge
they hold to mentor students and other staff but do not have an ultimate say in whether or
not a student receives detention, suspension, or expulsion.
To what extent do SROs perceive that they effectively perform their role?
To address this research question, constructive and undesirable factors that impact
SRO performance are considered below.
Influence on Discipline. Although SROs report not having a direct role in school
disciplinary decisions, effectiveness is determined through the response towards
misbehaviors that reach the criminal threshold. SROs may unconsciously influence the
measures employed in schools through their presence.
SRO vs Patrol. There is a difference amongst techniques utilized for correcting
misbehavior between SROs and patrol officers called to the school when the SRO is not
in the building. Officer 011 expressed:
If something happens after school, and then the street cops come in, they do
things somewhat different than I would if I was here, because I know everybody. I
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know the kids; I can identify the kids. And they don't always have the resource
[of] being able to log into [the student information system] and look up a kid. And
they don't have that open communication with staff here either. So, I think I
would say that's probably the biggest thing that's come up this year is when I'm
not here, there's been issues when those street cops come in, because they're just,
they're a lot different than we are. So, it's coming in the next day to clean up
whatever they did or didn't do.
This expresses the existence of a distinct disconnect between SROs and their patrol
counterparts. Patrol officers can be called to schools to address youth misbehavior when
the SRO is out for the day, for reasons such as illness, family emergency, or training.
When patrol officers are called in to address students, there are stark differences in
approach and capability compared to SROs. Four significant detrimental differences to
student outcomes conveyed by participants are: (a) patrol officers do not have
relationships with the students, creating a dearth in understanding what is happening at
home and the ability to recognize patterns in student behaviors; (b) patrol officers do not
understand the school system, how it functions, and what alternative options are available
for correcting misbehavior; (c) patrol officers do not have the time to dedicate to the
misbehavior incident to ensure that equitable consequences were administered to all
parties involved; and (d) patrol officers are often receiving other emergency calls, forcing
them to come into the school and be swift so they can respond to the next call.
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SROs are in schools, interacting with youth, understanding the struggles in
youth's personal lives, and navigating the school system daily. "We're here every day
versus an officer who's on the street going call to call. Moreover, our street officers,
they're incredibly busy, and they might have a shoplifting call that they have to go to
right now" (Officer 004). SROs are in the school to work with youth as a mentor,
educator, and protector every day. SROs have the time to dedicate to understanding a
situation, delving into how it started, who is responsible, if it is their first offense, and
what resources are available to help. Officer 005 reiterates the sentiment of time
availability and using relationships with students to solve concerns in a statement:
We're here every day, we can handle that issue. We go over there, we figure out
what's going on. Speak with the kid and address the situation without just giving
them a ticket because we have that time to dedicate to the situation, to dedicate to
that kid and address that situation in the most proper manner. We have the time to
get to know these kids and get to know what's going on outside of school.
SROs are law enforcement officers placed in schools to provide resources to youth,
including their time, mentorship, and knowledge about community organizations that can
offer further support. SROs have the time, energy, and resources to dedicate to
understanding students, their school life, home situations, and relationships with other
individuals in the school. Due to the opportunities presented, SROs connect with students
on a different level than patrol officers can. SROs can mitigate events such as ticketing
and arresting youth due to their relationships, resources, and time.
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STPP/SPJJ. School-based pathways to the juvenile justice system (SPJJ),
commonly referred to as the school to prison pipeline (STPP), is a widely known
phenomenon regarding exclusionary discipline systems in schools. SPJJ includes zerotolerance policies and exclusionary discipline measures that push students out of school
and into the grasp of the criminal justice system. Upon being asked about their thoughts
on the STPP, the participants provided comments related to not believing they were
contributing to these pathways through their actions. Officer 001 reported this in a
statement. "I don't know that it's true at all. However, if it is true, maybe it's because
some of these younger officers can be bullied by an administrator, where they're giving
tickets that they shouldn't." As previously expressed, teachers and administrators have
called upon officers to give students tickets for classroom misbehaviors that are not a
criminal matter and SROs verbalized their active defense against these requests. There is
not any evidence of younger officers being bullied into providing tickets to students that
are not warranted, but the thought that administrators and teachers can have an impact on
newer officers is something to be explored and considered. Other officers report that the
STPP is a phenomenon that brings discomfort.
That's one of the things that when it started here, the school to jail pipeline, it
bugged me immensely, because they made it sound like [SROs] come through
these halls, and we're just here to hurt these kids. And that's not the case. That is
not the case. Trust me, we try every which way to get these kids to understand
prior to it coming to us (Officer 003).
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SROs handle incidents once it becomes a criminal matter, so this Officer is emphasizing
the work they do to prevent criminal activity.
SROs have consistently reported that they try to deter crimes from being
committed and try every alternative avenue to giving tickets to students. Officer 002
responded to questions about the STPP by stating, "How I stereotype when I'm the same
color, I have no idea. I'm still trying to figure that one out." It is apparent through these
conversations about these pathways that prematurely lead students to the criminal justice
system that SROs do not fully comprehend their influence. The majority of the SROs in
this study do not believe it is a real phenomenon that they could contribute to, alluding to
a dearth of training about the impact of implicit biases and the disproportionalities that
exist in discipline data. This indicates that SROs may not be aware of the power their role
can possess.
Shared Experiences of SROs. These participants had commonalities that brought
them to the SRO position which have contributed to how effective they consider their
role performance. These commonalities consisted of growing up in the area they are now
employed, the process of becoming an SRO, why they became an SRO, training, and
challenges encountered.
Where They Grew Up. Participants in this study acknowledged that they grew up
in the area they now work in, even attending the same schools alongside some of the
parents and grandparents of the students they now serve. Officer 002 shared, "I have a
good relationship with them because they know that I'm from this community, and I don't
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hold that back." The students can relate to the SROs when they are open about growing
up in the area and express experiencing the same challenges as the students. Their roots
run deep in this community. Officer 014 discussed the implications of working in the area
they grew up in and navigating staff from out of state.
And a lot of the staff, I mean, they're younger people, they're in their 20s. They've
never grown up in the same type of environment. Or they come from another state
where it was different for them. But when they come here, especially to a school
that's inner city like this one here, it's totally different. I mean, you're talking
about culture issues, religious issues and just a ton of things. I think a lot of times,
and this is of course just my opinion, these younger teachers and such... They're
not familiar with it, they've ever had to deal with it. Where here, at least with me,
I've grown up here and I still I still live close, within a mile of the community
still. So, I'm still rooted here. And a lot of times, they don't understand, and they
think they can change things or fix things to what they believe in.
Understanding the community where the school resides is essential in connecting with
students that live there. Living through the same experiences and struggles that the
students are currently living through creates empathy and understanding for youth’s
situations. These SROs understand and can resonate because they lived similar
experiences in these neighborhoods; some are still live in the same neighborhoods.
The SROs are relatable because they, too, were students in this school district,
living in these neighborhoods. Officer 011 expressed this sentiment:
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I think I'm approachable. I think I can relate to these kids, especially in an innercity school, because I was one of these kids at one point, you know, I grew up in a
rough area. I graduated from a [school district] school, and you know, I was a
minority with a single parent. So that's a lot of the kids in [school district].
Officer 017 conveyed a similar experience with students:
I went to school at [school in the same school district], which was basically the
only school out here back in the day. So, to be able to come back basically with
life and relate to a lot of these kids as they're growing up and coming along, it's
huge because they understand that. They respect that moment here. I sat in that
same chair, matter of fact, that was my locker. You know, I played those guys in
basketball.
The SROs that participated in this study have a more profound attachment to the youth
they serve. Growing up in the same neighborhood and still living nearby brings a
personal attachment to the youth they serve, creating more connections. School districts
should want to employ SROs that understand the community and how to be the best
resource for the youth that live there. Officer 004 said it best:
I grew up in the neighborhood; I grew up in the area. I believe I know some of the
challenges that some of the kids are having that grew up in the same
neighborhood, and what better position for me to get into than at school. I figured,
'Hey, let me come over to the school and work because I've grown up in the area.'
I can make a better impact as a police officer by working with kids.
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Becoming an SRO. In understanding why participants became an SRO, the
majority responded by instating their passion for interacting with youth. For instance,
Officer 001 shared, "So, I've always been attracted to helping and working with kids. It's
something I'm good at. Someone told me you get along better with kids than you do with
adults." SROs are unique law enforcement personnel because of their desire to engage
with youth daily; it takes a distinct individual to work with youth. Officer 008 shared
their desire for the SRO position:
Willing to change, change lives, impact lives, mentor... I'm always mentoring. I'm
always looking for a way in which I can make an impact with the people that I
meet, whether it be adults or kids and seeing the results of that in a positive way.
You know, it's a positive reinforcement for me.
The statement emphasizes the positive impact intended through a career as an SRO.
These participants chose the SRO path because of their desire to work alongside youth as
mentors, educators, and protectors, leaving them with positive police experiences. Officer
011 shared her distinctly valuable experiences with a police officer and how those
interactions inspired her to become an SRO:
So, growing up, I grew up in [City], I graduated from [this school district]. There
was an officer, which I'm sure you're going to go meet because he's now a school
resource officer. When I first met him, he wasn't an SRO, but he was just an
officer off the street that I met, and we clicked when I was like 10 or 11 [years
old]. We just kept in touch. He would go visit me at the schools and kind of keep
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me in check. There's just something there between us because I had lost my
father, so somehow things just worked out. He showed up in my life at the right
time. He’d go to my school that was in his district and just keep up, keep me in
check, make sure I was doing well. And he's part of the reason why I ended up in
this role, a police role.
In this school district, a current SRO found a role model in a police officer and built a
connection that helped decipher the passion to work in a school, mentoring youth. S/he
now aspires to impact youth similarly. Officer 011 still keeps in contact with the officer
that led them to this position, which is easy because they both work as SROs for the same
school district.
In addition to asking what drove the SROs to their position, questioning led to a
discussion of the process to obtaining their position at their school. Officer 001 shared
who was involved in the hiring process for the SRO position, “When I interviewed, I
think there was a parent that from the PTA or whatever they called it at that time, the
principal of the school, one of my lieutenants was there, and then like a lieutenant from
DPS security.” There were multiple voices represented when Officer 001 interviewed for
the SRO position, in the 1990s. Officer 006 shared what the school district hiring process
was like for him, differing because of prior SRO experience in a small, rural school
district:
What I remember about it is that I saw it on the computer system that they had a
job opening. I submitted a letter of interest. The sergeant at the time, called me,
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asked me questions about my experiences. And I was already certified through
NASRO and CASRO. So, I think that was one of the big pushes because no new
training [was] needed. Right, just ready to go. And so, it was a short interview
process. I met with the commander informally. So, it was it was super easy for me
because I came with a lot of experience, plus I was already certified. But other
officers, I hear they go through questionnaires, meetings, meetings with
principals, meetings with a board, meetings with questions of like, ‘what do you
have that you could help make this a better unit?’ ‘How would you deal with this
situation?’
The hiring process looks different for many SROs. The agreement between the school
district and police department states that they should mutually agree upon the SRO for a
specific school assignment, which often includes the school's principal agreeing to a
match in personalities. Some SROs shared they were recommended for the job by other
police officers or their district commander. Officer 008 reported that a friend introduced
the concept, "Actually a good friend of mine recommended me and he said, I think that
you would be great for it. He's also an SRO." Hiring SROs can look similar to hiring any
other school personnel, whereby there is an unspoken assessment of how capable they are
to work in the desired school, aligning with the philosophy of the school. Both the SRO
and school leadership team must sense a suitable match.
SRO Training. "So funny thing is because we're OG, we didn't have any training,
I think we knew at the time that this is a different role, and we can't be acting as we act
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out on the street," spoken by Officer 003. Throughout this study, it became apparent that
universal training is nonexistent for the SRO position in this school district. Officer 003
has been an SRO for 20 plus years, but the above statement shows the lack of training in
the early stages of this role in this school district. Officer 003 expanded upon this
statement sharing that the SROs attend annual meetings, "every year we go to a
conference where it's not necessarily training, but just more informational kind of things
to use and then other officers tell their stories or how they handled certain things."
The conference referred to is the annual NASRO conference held every summer
in different locations across the nation. Majority of the officers in this study referenced
this annual conference, sharing that the police department chooses multiple officers to
receive funding to attend. The participants also discussed the [State] Association of
School Resource Officers (CASRO), a more heavily attended conference by the
participants, mainly due to its occurrence in their practicing state. CASRO consists of
networking and sharing techniques across SROs. Officer 004 voiced their training
experience:
We went through a 40 hour, it's like an SRO class, if you will. But it was basically
a 40 hour course that they send a group of us to, a group of [police department]
officers to go to and learn all the information just on a state level to try to do the
best they can to keep everything standardized within the state. And so that
training that we received, we have to bring that back, and once we get other
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officers in this position, we kind of pass that information that we have along,
formally and informally to other SROs.
The 40-hour training that Officer 004 refers to is the program required by the [State]
Peace Officer Standards and Training Board (POST). POST is the state organization that
determines what training SROs are required to receive before beginning a position. The
POST website states, “The legislative mandate requires each county sheriff and each
municipal law enforcement agency to have at least one peace officer attend the training
by January 1, 2015.” POST then added, “Effective June 2, 2017, the SRO curriculum has
changed. Currently, the only curriculum that will fulfill the mandated training
requirement is through NASRO.” POST, as of 2017, recognizes the primary SRO
training curriculum that NASRO offers as the requirement. As stated, only one officer is
required to attend this training, and that one officer shares the information with other
SROs.
It is evident that not every SRO attends this training through statements from
participants such as Officer 008 after being asked if they went through training before
beginning their position as an SRO in this school district:
No. No, ma'am. Over the summer, prior to school, actually I did a little bit of
detective training, which I think helped me not only understand how cases are put
together and what you need for them, but to understand the meat and potatoes,
like the importance of making sure all of the elements are there. And given that
it's all me here and I'll route my reports to wherever, you know, I think I got better
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with my writing, documentation. I'm still not familiar with what the DA's want,
because most SROs kind of handle their own cases really, it's simply a ticket, but
I'd like to get some more training in that area as well. But no additional.
A handful of other officers shared a similar sentiment of not receiving training
related to the SRO position. Officer 010 reported, "There's training that they have. I've
never spent any time in that training." Additionally, Officer 009 shared, "Oh, uniquely,
[City] really didn't have any training that was directly related to being an SRO. So, you
kind of just were trial by fire." The school district does not require SROs to attend the
NASRO created and recommended 40-hour basic training.
The SROs in this study reported that the summer training put on by CASRO was
informative in nature and enjoyable. The SROs described the CASRO conference as a
gathering of SROs across the state. Sharing information about tools that they are using
with students, telling stories about the trends that students are engaging in, such as
vaping, and the conference provides an opportunity to connect with other SROs. States
have adopted more aggressive training standards for police officers; however, it appears
that there are no universal standards for SROs before entering the position and having
direct interactions with students. After sharing that SROs did not receive any training,
one officer asked:
Is there any particular training? Because of course, I'm new and I don't know what
trainings [are] actually out there regarding this position, but is there anything from
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your studies that you are aware of that’s different or something that will benefit us
here to kind of add to our effectiveness within the schools?
With the significant discrepancies observed amongst officer training received, SROs seek
out tools and knowledge to assist in the effectiveness of their position in schools on their
own.
Challenges. Challenges within job positions are not a singular experience; SROs
described multiple challenges encountered within school systems. The most common
challenges expressed amongst the participants occur when working with other school
personnel, finding helpful resources, patrol officers coming into the school in the absence
of the SRO, and pressure from administration or teachers to use force with students.
Officer 002 shared in their school, it can be challenging to work with other adults in the
building because of the clash in personalities. "Sometimes the most challenging is
probably working with all the other different roles. Because as a police officer, you tend
to take the lead on many things, but that's just the personality that we have." Officer 002
then proceeded to describe compromise as the solution to this challenge. SROs had to
learn how to work with other school personnel to achieve the shared goal of student
growth, setting aside any differences. Officer 017 shared the challenge of finding
resources for students based on their concern:
I think what I would see is one of the biggest challenges daily is just trying to find
some of the necessary resources that some of the kids may need. Because being
here, everything comes to school whether it happened two weeks ago, whether it
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happened six months ago. Sex assault, witnessing domestic violence from their
parents or whatever. Everything comes to the school and just trying to find
adequate resources. I tell them, I'm not a... technically I'm not a social worker but
just trying to find enough resources for the amount of things that you really deal
with in today's schools, it's crazy.
Officer 017 expressed that students these days are facing tough situations at home, and
with their age, everything shows up in the school. SROs are strategically placed in
schools for direct student access, making them essential support for students. Many SROs
identify collaboration and consultation with other school personnel as essential for this
job to be conducted effectively due to precisely what Officer 017 stated, SROs are not
social workers or mental health professionals. Different positions and areas of expertise
hold diverse knowledge. For instance, school psychologists will understand the function
behind youth behaviors, and the school counselor could have tools to assist youth through
challenging experiences with counseling techniques.
Other challenges were expressed. Officer 011 shared that their most common
challenge is having a patrol officer answer the school's call when they are out of the
building. "I think one of the bigger challenges that I've encountered mostly this year is
when I'm not here, and other cops from the streets show up. Because they work under
completely different rules, I guess, than I would." Officer 011 is referring to the
differences in how patrol officers and SROs approach situations within the school. A
comparable but dissimilar challenge was expressed by Officer 009:
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Sometimes I think the biggest challenge we have are, are the law versus [School
District] policy. So sometimes they intermesh, sometimes they don't very well.
And that's a big hurdle when you're dealing with some situations that happen in a
school setting. But the really good thing about, at least here at [school] is that we
really do have good open lines of communication. So, we might not necessarily
agree about how we can handle something or should handle something. But the
good part is, is that we'll get together we'll talk about what's going on, and we'll
try to come to a solution that works best for the student, not necessarily always
following what the school guideline is or what the law is.
Officer 009 expressed that the law and school policies differ, creating conflicting views
on handling situations. This could contribute to why patrol officers reportedly handle
situations with youth problematically. Officer 009 also shared that the communication
and open lines of discussion between SROs and the administration serve to navigate
those differing policies to serve students best.
Another common challenge was how individuals perceive law enforcement.
Officer 008 shared what s/he views as the most substantial challenge within their role as
an SRO:
I would say interactions with admin. You know, I feel as if with me, I have to
reiterate what my purpose is. Even though I wear this uniform, I represent the
law, my approach to the school resource officer position is a bit different than
always just enforcing the law. I want to be a mentor; I want to be a part of the
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culture on campus. I want to be someone that the kids just come to, just to talk if
that's all that they need, and I'm here to listen. I don't want to be viewed as the
constant enforcer or have the students from my elementary to my high school
view me as someone that's just around, to greet them or to talk to them when
they're in trouble, when things are bad. So, I just want to constantly be
approachable. Change the narrative surrounding police officers because I wear
this uniform, but I am a totally different person. I approach this so differently.
You know, I believe in letting my personality shine through and represent me.
Officer 008 wants to change the narrative around police officers by allowing for the
mentor and educator roles to be exemplified.
Although SROs expressed different challenges, it is a belief that they all
experience these reported challenges to some extent. The SROs navigate these challenges
as best they can by exercising their knowledge, resources, and skills.
Summary of Major Findings
Main Responsibilities. The SRO position is made possible through partnerships
and agreements between the school district and local police departments, essentially
presenting a form of community-based policing within the school environment (Barnes,
2016). SROs work in the school community as a partner to assist in problem-solving to
maintain a safe environment and favorable climate, fostering learning amongst youth
(Barnes, 2016; May et al., 2015). The most referred to responsibilities and identified
functions of these SROs were mentor, educator, and protector. These identified
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responsibilities and roles directly align with the NASRO definition of SROs (Canady,
2018; National Association of School Resource Officers, 2012; May et al., 2015).
NASRO defines the duties of the mentor role as serving youth in situations related
to criminal conduct at the request of the administration, answering youth’s questions
about criminal justice, and acting as a liaison between the school and social service
organizations (Barnes, 2016; Canady, 2018; National Association of School Resource
Officers, 2012). Additionally listing the protector role in their law enforcement duties
within the school, extending protection to include protecting students and staff in the
school, actively preventing criminal activity, and assisting school leadership in
establishing criminal justice programs for youth (Barnes, 2016; Canady, 2018; National
Association of School Resource Officers, 2012). The last primary responsibility being an
educator has further duties associated with it. The educator’s duties are identified as
informing youth of their rights, creating educational crime prevention programs, and
utilizing their expertise in various subjects such as drug abuse prevention education when
requested by school staff (Barnes, 2016; Canady, 2018; National Association of School
Resource Officers, 2012).
The SROs in this investigation consistently and actively engage in all of their
described responsibilities as defined and rated by NASRO as best practice. One officer
discussed their direct contribution to educating students by offering college credits to
complete a criminal justice course. Other observed officers offer advice to students about
law enforcement topics; specifically, one officer uses their lunchtime to sit with a student
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every day to discuss how street racing causes harm and answer questions the student
posed about the subject. A third officer acted in protecting a student when the student ran
out of the building towards a lake. The officer used de-escalation techniques to persuade
the student to back away from the lake and return to school. These SROs fully embody
the three pillars of NASRO describes SROs.
A considerable challenge identified by SROs was the misconception of their role
by other school staff, such as administrators and teachers. School administrators sign up
to partner with local law enforcement agencies for safety, crime prevention, and onsite
police assistance (Barnes, 2016). A lack of consistency or understanding of the SRO's
role and what they can or should do can be detrimental. SROs are often misused within
their school, being asked to perform duties that are not pertinent to their position, such as
being asked to patrol halls, monitor restrooms, and providing help with enforcing dress
code policies (Barnes, 2016; Pigott et al., 2018; Whitaker et al., 2019).
One of the SRO's primary responsibilities is to enforce the law, not school policy;
however, school personnel still expect them to deal with school matters and classroom
misbehavior that could be handled by teachers through behavior management techniques.
Evidence that teachers have deserted their disciplinary role, relying on police officers to
handle situations which is harmful to students, especially students that are BIPOC
(Barnes, 2016; Heitzeg, 2009; Whitaker et al., 2019). The SROs in this study reported the
same misunderstandings about their role, sharing that teachers and administrators would
press them to arrest or ticket students. This is alarming and should emphasize the
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importance of universal conceptions about the role of SROs in schools. The lack of
clarity that exists about the responsibilities and purpose of an SRO is the foundation for
this large concern. Teachers, administrators, and other school staff should receive
professional development regarding the role of SROs and how SROs can be appropriate.
A training or professional development discussing the effective use of SROs could deter
staff from calling the SRO to handle developmentally appropriate youth misbehavior or
classroom disruption that could be best dealt with by school officials.
Influence on Discipline. Literature insinuates SROs have a direct influence on
disciplinary matters and decisions in schools, even suggesting that the mere presence of
SROs in schools increases the severity of punishment administered to students (Fisher &
Hennessy, 2016; Ryan et al., 2018). The SROs in this study repeatedly endorsed their
lack of influence and direct role in school disciplinary actions; albeit, they may have an
unintended or unconscious influence on how teams in schools apply discipline. The
responsibilities of SROs are historically vague and lack precise definitions, allowing for
the weaponization of SROs from teachers and administration (Coon & Travis, 2012;
Ryan et al., 2018). If schools truly want to separate discipline from the SRO position,
memorandums of understanding (MOUs) and concise guidelines around discipline roles
need to be established for SROs, teachers, and administrators alike (Barnes, 2016; Ryan
et al. 2018; Whitaker et al., 2018).
Unique Profile. The SRO holds a distinctive position within law enforcement,
and they have to view it as such. Executive Director of NASRO, Mo Canady, stated in an
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interview that SROs have to approach their work inside school differently than how
things may typically be handled on the streets (Campisi, 2019). The participants in this
study expressed this sentiment of behaving differently in schools than they may have in
their prior experience as a patrol officer. SROs endorsed their own desire to work in the
schools with youth, often sharing that they chose the SRO position to interact with youth.
SROs can use discretion within their role, especially when it pertains to addressing youth
misbehavior (May et al., 2015).
Participants shared experiences of utilizing discretion, relying on their bond with
students, knowing about what is going on at home for certain youth, and having the time
for discussion to understand misbehavior further. These are all pertinent contributions to
youth interactions that patrol officers do not have. SROs recognize they must refrain from
measures patrol officers may take when answering calls, such as forceful arrests and
quickly providing citations due to the lack of time available (May et al., 2015). This study
indicates that it takes a particular personality in law enforcement that chooses the SRO
position, including the desire to mentor youth, patience, willingness to learn, and
acknowledging the value of discretion.
Shared Experiences. The SROs in this study exhibited a range of experiences
before accepting an SRO position. Two of the participants reported obtaining a position
as an SRO in the 1990s, meaning 20+ years of experience as an SRO within the
participating school district. They have watched the program evolve. Other SROs have
been police officers for the participating police department for less than five years. A
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couple of participants only had six months of SRO experience at the time of this
interview. The most commonly shared prior SRO experiences include patrol and
detective work. With experiences outside of the SRO position comes the understanding
that the SRO role is not the same as patrol, specifically the use of force allowed.
These SROs often recognized the impact that their sense of community and
connection to the school had on interactions. The majority of the SROs voiced that they
grew up in the same area and neighborhoods of this case study, even attending the
schools they currently work within. This allows the SROs to exhibit empathy in their
interactions with youth because they share similar experiences growing up in the same
community and may understand the situations the youth may be going through.
The SRO position is made possible through the agreement between the local
police department and the school district. Part of that agreement calls for SROs to be
directly supervised by their sergeant at the police department, not by an individual from
the school district. Additionally, SROs differed across their acquired training for the
position. Some participants endorsed attending the NASRO Basic 40-hour training, and
others reported not knowing that POST offered guidance on training. The discrepancies
in training received are problematic; systematic universal training can increase SRO
effectiveness in schools (Ryan et al., 2018).
Discussion
The purpose of this investigation was to obtain a more profound understanding of
SROs within the participating school district, which served as the bounded case. The 14
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participants represent nearly 75% of the employed SROs from the identified case.
Notably, this study sought to identify the responsibilities of SROs and their function in
schools to further comprehend how school psychologists can collaborate with SROs as an
advocate against the exclusionary discipline measures that disproportionately impact
BIPOC students. In hindsight, I would have spent more time with less SROs. If I spent
more time on average with each participant and reduced the number of participants, it
could have provided this investigation with a more rich school context through
observations. Specifically, it may have allowed for more direct contact with other school
personnel and direct observation of SRO interactions with others.
The roles and responsibilities of SROs are intricately layered as they attempt to
find a balance amongst protector, educator, and mentor; however, that balance is
conceivable through collaboration and partnerships. This investigation gathered
information about the primary responsibilities of SROs, learned about how they influence
student discipline actions, identified distinguishable profiles, and found shared
experiences that contribute to how SROs view themselves in their position. The study
was guided by a social justice lens, aiming to recognize school psychologists as allies and
acknowledge how they are positioned to partner with SROs to provide a supportive,
positive school climate for our youth.
Reflection
This investigation resulted in important findings that present as potential
foundation for implications across multiple fields in education. This investigation
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confirmed the hypothesis about the lack of clarity around the role, responsibilities, and
utilization of SROs in our schools across the nation. This investigation only offered
insight into a singular school district in a unique part of the United States. If the existence
of the SRO role continues, a deeper examination into SRO responsibilities and staff
utilization of SROs is imperative within schools across the nation.
The next step to this dissertation would be to expand participation to SROs across
the nation. Additionally, obtaining the opinions and experiences of administrative staff,
teachers, and students would assist in that deeper understanding of SRO expectations and
give school personnel the opportunity to express their perspectives, aiding in future
directions and next steps. SPJJ are not exclusively contributed to by SROs; it is the
school district as a whole and all the staff working inside that district. An examination
into school district uses of SROs, including a delve into who calls the SRO for assistance
and how they specify their need for assistance is pertinent to this research. We must
demand change to the discipline system and how misbehavior is handled within our
education system. Discipline should not be exclusionary; it should be restorative and
inclusive by nature.
Limitations
There are numerous limitations to this study. First and foremost, this dissertation
fails to provide the readers with deep dive into the historical nature of policing in this
country. It is imperative to recognize the existence of law enforcement was founded in
racist practices, specifically in an attempt for the government to police BIPOC
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communities for racialized social order stemming back to the early 1700’s. The
connection between the origins of policing and SROs place in schools requires our
attention as an urgent matter. BIPOC communities have historically been targeted by
police communities and the existence of law enforcement within our public school should
be evaluated with the consideration of our country’s policing history.
Another limitation to this study consisted of examining SRO use in a single large
urban school district in a state in the Rocky Mountain region. It can be argued that this
case was narrow in scope because of the single geographical location and demographics
of the case. The findings may be difficult to generalize across school district and states
because of the diversification of the SRO role as recognized by individual each state due
to the lack of a federal definition. According to the 50 State Comparison of state statutes
and regulations about SROs published by the Education Commission of the States in
2019, SROs were defined differently and had differing training requirements, varying by
state.
An investigation into the responsibilities of SROs in one geographic location was
not representative of the nation and comparisons to SROs in other states cannot be
conducted due to the vast differences. This limitation formed the opportunity for a future
area of necessary research. Future studies should expand upon this investigation by the
utilization of a survey with similar interview questions adjusted for administration
through a Likert scale and to include a number of qualitative open-ended questions to
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reach SROs across the nation. This would allow for broadening the number of
participants and the areas serviced.
Furthermore, using a single case study design removed the opportunity for crosscase analysis to report general findings on the phenomenon investigated across several
contexts (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Detailed within-case theme analysis was utilized and
reported through themes and subcategories (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Although multiple
participants were utilized and their responses were analyzed for themes, it was not
considered a cross-case analysis because the SROs operated under one singular bounded
school district that served as the system that defined their work responsibilities. Future
publications could provide cross-case explanation and analysis for multiple cases. This
area would benefit from future investigations that could produce a cross-case analyses for
SROs employed across different school districts to determine similarities and differences
related to how they are utilized.
Finally, case study research was subjective, accounting for participant experiences
and perspectives related to the studied phenomenon, and this was considered a limitation.
The data collection measures intentionally relied heavily on interviews of the
participants, allowing for their voices to be shared; however, historically, police officers
have been viewed negatively in the eyes of BIPOC communities, especially when we
recognize the disproportionality in arrests for behaviors that White counterparts receive a
warning for (Bradshaw et al., 2010; Gregory et al., 2018). Moreover, when presenting
this study during the approval-seeking process to the school district and police
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department, they acknowledged an ongoing dispute with parent and community groups
attempting to end the SRO program. It is imperative to acknowledge the possibility for
the participants in this study to intentionally or even subconsciously highlight the
positives of their responsibilities and daily interactions in order to be perceived in a more
positive light. Numerous methods were employed to triangulate data to represent this
case as thoroughly and truthfully as possible, including direct observation and document
review. All self-reporting via interviews was examined from multiple raters, utilizing
triangulation to ensure multiple perspectives were captured to clarify and expand the data
collected (Creswell & Poth, 2018). The subjectivity of the nature of the case study is
essential for this investigation to share the voices of SROs. Future investigations could
choose to incorporate more voices on the role of SROs through interviewing other school
personnel such as administrators and/or students, potentially providing a broader
perspective and different opinions.
Implications for School Psychologists & Future Directions
School psychologists are often employed as frontline personnel when addressing
behavioral challenges and the social/emotional needs of youth in schools (Whitaker et al.,
2019). School psychologists' knowledge and skills are most effectively and widely
utilized through consultation with colleagues. Consultation through multicultural lenses
supports culturally competent practices in school, including cultural responsiveness and
collaboratively constructing a new understanding of the presenting problem (Ingraham,
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2017). School psychologists should employ a multicultural approach to consultation,
emphasizing culturally responsive practices and interventions (Meyers & Varjas, 2016).
Multicultural consultation focuses discussion on successfully supporting youth
using the integration of diverse worldviews, cultures, and perspectives (Ingraham, 2017;
Meyers & Varjas, 2016). Considering the strong influence that culture has, including
race, ethnicity, language, SES, sexual orientation, age, and religion, is imperative in
acknowledging the impact on youth during consultation (Erchul & Young, 2014). NASP
actively promotes school psychologists' utilization of multicultural practices to improve
mental health and educational competencies in all students (Erchul & Young, 2014;
Ingraham, 2017). It is equally important to also consider that cultural factors are not
always part of the concern, balancing between understanding the role of group cultural
variables and individual differences (Erchul & Young, 2014). School psychologists are
primed for these interactions in schools.
School psychologists that vigorously practice multicultural practices ensure that it
is interwoven in all youth-related services, including intervention, assessment, and
consultative services with staff. School psychologists are primed for these interactions in
schools. School psychologists should optimize their knowledge through a multicultural
consultative role in advocating for specialized SRO training addressing multiple topics,
the implementation of school-wide trauma-informed discipline responses, and in
establishing school-justice partnerships.
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Specialized Training
As seen in this study, a universally required training program for SROs is
nonexistent. SROs must receive training in the following areas: equity and bias, child and
adolescent development, and youth mental health and disabilities. Part of the agreement
between law enforcement agencies and school districts should consist of requiring every
employed SRO to receive training in these emphasized areas. Training could be delivered
through a training agency or school districts could establish a relationship and guidelines
between school psychologists and the SRO for training purposes. In addition, these
training standards should expand reach to other school safety and security staff.
Equity & Bias. Evidence suggests that police officers often make assumptions
about youth based on race, clothing, and appearance, indicating unconscious biases
towards minority youth (Broaddus et al., 2013). There is an absence in training programs
preparing SROs to appropriately and effectively interact with youth, especially related to
addressing the underlying origins of the alarming rates of disproportionate discipline and
arrests of youth of color (Broaddus et al., 2013; Weiler & Cray, 2011) In order to address
bias and effectively implement equitable practices in schools, disproportionality concerns
in disciplinary actions in schools against marginalized students should be addressed. It is
essential to recognize that community groups and parent associations are demanding the
abolition of police forces, especially police officers placed in schools, due to racist
practices causing immense harm to students of color.
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Stereotyping and implicit biases undermine staff relationships with students and
contribute to the disproportionality observed in discipline among youth of color
(Okonofua et al., 2016). Equity and bias must be the foundation of discussion when
prioritizing the safety of students of color and in navigating change in the school system.
The facilitation of conversations with SROS regarding race and implicit bias is
imperative to curbing racist practices. Additionally, teachers, administrators, and other
school staff should participate in these conversations to guarantee universal
understanding and self-reflection of how implicit biases impact youth of color. School
psychologists are poised to guide these challenging conversations due to expertise in
family, school, and community consultation, as well as their duty to engage in advocacy
for every student they serve, especially minoritized communities.
Child & Adolescent Development. Training regarding child and adolescent
development for SROs is near absent (Pentek & Eisenberg, 2018; Theriot, 2016). Law
enforcement officers that receive explicit instruction in child and adolescent
development, including the representation of typical youth behaviors, have a more
positive regard for youth compared to police officers that do not receive education about
development (Goodrich et al., 2014). Additionally, they are less likely to interpret typical
adolescent behavior as maladaptive and criminalize them for being teenagers (Goodrich
et al., 2014). When training is provided to SROs about how to interact with students
emphasizing effective learning practices, youth report positive perceptions of SROs,
express feeling safe at school, and their academic success upsurges (Pentek & Eisenberg,
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2018). Schools are institutions that were built to foster skill development amongst
children and adolescents, specifically related to managing their own behaviors and
understanding potential consequences for misbehaviors (Pentek & Eisenberg, 2018).
SROs must receive relevant training regarding how to facilitate appropriate
interactions with students, provide effective resources, and assist in maintaining school
safety. Understanding child and adolescent development would assist SROs in
diminishing practices contributing to SPJJ through the utilization of evidence-based
strategies. These strategies include promoting trauma-informed discipline responses and
engaging in critical conversation with youth about misbehaviors through restorative
practices (Pentek & Eisenberg, 2018; Weiler & Cray, 2013).
Mental Health & Disabilities. SROs should receive training concerning the
promotion of positive interactions with youth through understanding factors impacting
youth with disabilities, common disabilities in youth, problems minority populations
experience such as racial trauma, trends in juvenile justice, how trauma manifests as
misbehavior, and how to prioritize student mental health (Ryan et al., 2018). SPJJ
disproportionately impacts youth of color and students with disabilities (Mallett, 2014;
Ryan et al., 2018). Approximately half of the youth identified through a school evaluation
with emotional disturbance and roughly 25% of youth with a known specific learning
disability reported juvenile justice system contact, compared to only 13% of youth not
identified with a disability (Ryan et al., 2018). SROs should obtain knowledge related to
the manifestation of disabilities and how mental health concerns present to prevent
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student behaviors from being criminalized, leading to exclusionary discipline and
juvenile justice referrals.
Implementation of Non-Punitive, Trauma Informed Discipline Response
Nationally, schools have sought discipline responses that are both effective in
correcting misbehavior and supportive of future student academic success. School
psychologists should advocate for their school to adopt and implement a school-wide
curriculum that promotes skill development, focusing on resiliency, social competence,
autonomy, problem solving, and sense of purpose (Noltemeyer, 2014). Trauma-informed
responses can offer this. Trauma-informed response in schools requires the adoption of a
paradigm shift at the organizational level through the recognition of how trauma impacts
youth learning (McInerney & McKlindon, 2015). This understanding is essential because
research suggests that nearly half to two-thirds of all youth in school have experienced
trauma (McInerney & McKlindon, 2015).
Some examples of trauma are apparent, such as physical abuse and neglect, while
other forms of trauma are more hidden, for instance, witnessing domestic violence,
natural disasters, and racial trauma (Noltemeyer, 2014). Trauma impacts those affected in
a plethora of ways. Trauma is known to stunt development, impacting one’s memory,
emotional regulation, academic success, behavioral responses, and attention (McInerney
& McKlindon, 2015). Trauma-informed disciplinary approaches should be broached
because of the high prevalence of students that have experienced trauma and the retraumatization that can occur through punitive disciplinary measures.
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School-wide restorative discipline approaches can be trauma-informed. Traumainformed, restorative discipline policies in school should include: a balance of youth
accountability and understanding of traumatic behavior, minimizing academic disruption
through positive behavior supports and behavior intervention plans, consistent rules via
outlined consequences for misbehavior, and modeling positive, respective relationships
(McInerney & McKlindon, 2015). Restorative discipline techniques embody a gentle
approach, acknowledge harm, and correct misbehaviors. Research suggests that positive
and restorative approaches to student behaviors are more culturally responsive and
conscious of gender and (dis)ability (Gregory et al., 2016). The use of culturally
appropriate restorative interventions in place of suspensions or other disciplinary
measures promotes a positive school culture and climate, encouraging a safe place for
youth. These approaches increase the sense of safety and community and provide a
racially just, supportive, and engaging academic environment conducive to learning
(Gregory et al., 2018; Losen, 2013).
School-Justice Partnerships
School Justice Partnerships (SJPs) are innovative mechanisms for diminishing
exclusionary discipline techniques often disproportionately used amongst students with
disabilities and students of color. SJPs are strategic collaborations between community
organizations such as schools, district attorney offices, juvenile justice organizations, and
other community agencies offering alternatives to commonly utilized punitive
disciplinary measures (Deal et al., 2014).
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School-community partnerships incorporate critical resources such as families,
businesses, community-based organizations, schools, religious groups, parks, libraries,
and health and human services, to name a few (Eagle & Dowd-Eagle, 2014). These
partnerships are temporary or permanent connections; purposely established to improve
access (Eagle & Dowd-Eagle, 2014). Partnerships within the community allow schools to
access resources beyond the capacity of what is naturally available; therefore, schools
and communities would benefit from partnership development to allocate resources
dedicated to assisting families and students in the complex challenges endured (Eagle &
Dowd-Eagle, 2014). Schools that implement school-community partnerships have
increased student attendance, decrease in suspensions, higher teacher satisfaction,
reduced substance abuse, reduction in teen pregnancy, and lower levels of disruptive
behavior occurrences (Eagle & Dowd-Eagle, 2014; Rollion et al., 2013).
Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) and Focus Acts are collaboratively
created within SJPs and signed by all involved, most crucially the schools, police
departments, and court systems (Teske, n.d.). The documentation of partnership and
agreement is a protocol. Instead of schools defaulting to arrest practices or zero-tolerance
policies, MOUs and Focus Acts exist for professionals to rely upon restorative justice
practices to enact identified community response programs for specific acts.
Together, the development of a Focus Act Decision Tree as a tool to identify the
undesirable behaviors and the associated consequence(s), based on alternatives to
exclusionary discipline, is implemented within schools. For instance, if there was an
150

occurrence of property damage, an agreed-upon consequence, depending on the severity,
could be one of the following: warning, restitution, mediation, or peer court (Teske, n.d.).
It has been established that students of color are disproportionality referred for
disciplinary actions at a much higher rate than their white counterparts (Bottiani et al.,
2018; Heitzeg, 2009; Ryan et al., 2018). Addressing this disparity is achievable by
identifying discipline standards through the use of MOU and Focus Acts. Establishing
Focus Acts and MOU's through SJPs as restorative justice techniques is trending, schools
across the nation have already adopted this avenue of correcting student misbehavior.
These prevention tactics can play an integral part in addressing BIPOC students'
disproportionality in discipline referrals through implementing interventions that are
culturally responsive and encouraging the use of alternatives to exclusionary disciplines,
such as restorative justice.
Conclusion
Definitions of SROs across the nation vary, including their daily functions and
responsibilities within their assigned school. This study utilized a qualitative single case
study method to understand how SROs in a single school district in the Rocky Mountain
area were utilized at the time. Participants of this study identified three main SRO job
responsibilities: mentor, educator, and protector; meaning their daily duties fell within
one of these three named responsibilities. These identified responsibilities directly
aligned with NASRO’s predetermined SRO roles which they named, advisor, educator,
and law enforcer. The participants additionally endorsed their lack of direct involvement
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in school disciplinary decisions, reporting school discipline was in the hands of
restorative justice deans and administrative staff. The SROs in this investigation
consistently reported their involvement in discipline occurred only when misbehavior
reached a criminal level, which served as an important and new distinction for the
appropriate utilization of SROs. Unfortunately, participants shared the experience of
administrators, and teachers alike, requesting that the SRO use force with youth through
methods including ticketing and/or arresting for misbehaviors that did not meet the
criminal threshold. In fact, more often than not, the misbehavior was identified as
developmentally appropriate behavior, including disrespect and disobedience. Other
important key experiences and aspects of the SRO profile documented by participants
included: the ability to use discretion with youth; acknowledging their responsibility as a
police officer differs when they enter into an SRO position; their existing passion to work
with youth; varied experience as a police officer prior to their position as an SRO; and the
lack of consistency in training requirements prior to the onset of their SRO position.
Taken together, these results emphasized the importance of comprehending how
schools can effectively use SROs and implementing alternatives to discipline that were
founded in supporting student growth in multiple areas instead of relying on harmful
punitive disciplinary measures. This provides space for school psychologists and SROs to
partner to diminish SPJJ. School psychologists have an important fragment of the living
and evolving school system as mental health professionals. School psychologists are
expected to leverage their position and knowledge to facilitate effective systemic change
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that encourages youth success in multiple arenas, including academics and
social/emotional learning. School psychologists have the responsibility of encouraging
tough conversations and advocating for practices that actively work towards supporting
youth and ending youth involvement with the juvenile justice system.
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APPENDICES
Appendix A – Consent Forms
Principal Consent Form
Principal consent is required before Researcher may enter the school to conduct on-site activities for
approved Partnered Studies. Researcher is responsible for obtaining principal consent and submitting to the
Research Review Board (RRB) prior to conducting on-site activities (e.g., interviews, focus groups,
observations, survey administration).

I. Research Background (to be completed by Researcher)
Title of the Study ___Demystifying School Resource Officers_________________________________
Name of Researcher__Alexis Sliva____________________
E-mail: ____lexi.sliva@du.edu_____________________

Phone __763 218 3024_____

RRB Request #: ______581__________

II. Description of Research Proposal in an Executive Summary

School resource officers (SRO) hold an important role in our schools. SROs are police
officers that are assigned to schools with the intention of providing not only safety and
security, but to create a positive school climate and to build relationships within the
school community. The focus of this research investigation is to better understand the
value of SROs as part of the school community and school leadership team. This
partnership study as four aims: (1) To demonstrate that SROs are in schools to create safe
and supportive environments for students, teachers, and administrators, (2) To
demonstrate that there is a natural synergy between the work done by SROs to create a
positive school climate and that being done by school-based mental health professionals
(e.g. school psychologist), (3) To contribute to the research on school-based pathways to
juvenile justice demonstrating that SROs are not a singular disciplinary force sending
youth to jails, and (4) To enhance the dearth of research on the roles and responsibilities
of SROs that have been integrated into the school community. The study will meet these
aims through a series of observations and interviews. SROs will be observed (2-3
observations) and interviewed to provide information on their daily roles and
responsibilities. School administrators will be interviewed (one interview) to glean
information on their perceptions of how SROs are integrated into their schools.
III. Timeline for Collaboration

This study aims to be completed by the end of the 2019-2020 school year. All data will be
collected by the end of the 2019-2020 school year and it will be analyzed upon completion.
Analysis of data collected will concurrently occur during the time of data collection and
continue on into the summer of 2020. The formal write up is anticipated to be completed
by spring of 2021 via a dissertation paper. The findings of the study will be shared with
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both DPS and DPD. The researcher anticipates formally checking in with the DPS Sponsor
a couple times a month in the beginning and approximately once a month when data
collection has begun and is running smoothly. Check-ins can occur more often if the DPS
Sponsor deems them necessary for the success of this study.
IV. Description of Time Required

Each SRO that participates in this study will undergo one interview at approximately 60
minutes length. Additionally, SROs will be observed for approximately 4 hours at their
home school within one observation date. The administrators that agree to participate in
this investigation will commit to one interview at approximately 60 minutes time.
V. Dissemination of Findings

Data gathered from the proposed study will used for a dissertation in the Child, Family,
School Psychology program at the University of Denver. All findings will be analyzed
and provided to Denver Public Schools and Denver Police Department. The final
dissertation paper will be provided as well.
-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

VI. Agreement (to be completed by Principal)
I, ___________________________, principal of _______________________school, understand
●
●
●
●
●
●
●

the study and what it requires of the staff, students, and/or families in my school,
the privacy and confidentiality of any staff, family member, or student will be protected,
I have the right to allow or reject this research study to take place at my school,
I have the right to terminate the research study at my school at any time,
I have the right to review all consent forms and research documents at any time during the study,
and up to three years after the completion of the study, and
I understand that I can contact the Research Review Board with questions or concerns about this
study at RRB@dpsk12.org.
Findings from this study will be distributed to me.

❏

I have reviewed the information provided by the Researcher in sections I through V above.

❏

I find the above named research valuable and that its findings will be used to inform programs,

policies, or practices at my school.
❏

I understand that data should be released only by the central office departments that own them.

My staff and I shall not release data to the Researcher without approval from the RRB.
❏

I grant permission to the Researcher to conduct the above named research in my school as

described in the sections I through V above and in the full proposal reviewed and approved by the RRB.
________________________________
Signature of Principal

______________________________
Date

Please contact the Research Review Board (RRB@dpsk12.org) with questions or concerns.
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INFORMED CONSENT FORM
Demystifying School Resource Officers
Alexis Sliva, M.A.
Dissertation Research
University of Denver
[2.] Purpose: You and your child are being asked to take part in a research project conducted by
Alexis Sliva. The focus of this research investigation is to better understand the value of SROs as
part of the school community and school leadership team. This partnership study as four aims: (1)
To demonstrate that SROs are in schools to create safe and supportive environments for students,
teachers, and administrators, (2) To demonstrate that there is a natural synergy between the work
done by SROs to create a positive school climate and that being done by school-based mental
health professionals (e.g. school psychologist), (3) To contribute to the research on school-based
pathways to juvenile justice demonstrating that SROs are not a singular disciplinary force sending
youth to jails, and (4) To enhance the dearth of research on the roles and responsibilities of SROs
that have been integrated into the school community. The intended result of the study is to create
and increase the quality of instrumental music education instructional strategies for students from
a variety of cultural backgrounds.

[3.] Your Role: You, as the participant, will be interviewed by Alexis Sliva twice during the school
year at your assigned school during a time determined between researcher and yourself to be most
convenient. Each interview will last for about 45 minutes, for a total of approximately 2 hours over
the course of the study. All questions will center around your experiences as a school resource
officer or working with school resource officers.

[4.] Notice of Recording: All interviews will be audio-recorded using a tape recorder for ease of
referencing the interviews. These recordings will only be listened to by Alexis Sliva, the primary
investigator, in which she will transcribe the recordings and remove any personally identifiable
information. The recording device will be kept in a locked file cabinet in Dr. Tara Raines, the faculty
advisor’s, office, both of which are only accessible by Alexis Sliva and Dr. Tara Raines. Recordings
will be deleted once notes are transcribed.
□ I have read and understand the above descriptions of how my recordings will be used. I
consent to be recorded for these purposes.
□ I do not give consent to be recorded.

[5.] Notice of Confidentiality: All information collected through this study will be held
confidentially, meaning that Alexis Sliva will not share any personally identifiable information about
participants until data is de-identified. As a consequence of interviews, Alexis Sliva will know the
identities of participants in the study. Participants will be assigned a personal identifier number,
which will be used to link their responses during the course of the study.
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[6.] Data protection and destruction plan: The document linking participants names and
identifier numbers will be stored on a password protected laptop. Any audio-recordings will also be
deleted once their content has been transcribed and linked with the participant’s other responses.
The researcher may disclose your name or personally identifiable information or document, under
the following circumstances:
● To those connected with the research,
● If required by Federal, State or local laws,
● To comply with mandated reporting, such as a possible threat to harm yourself or others
and reports of child abuse and neglect, or
● Under other circumstances with your consent.
We will do everything we can to keep your records a secret. It cannot be guaranteed. Both the
records that identify you and the consent form signed by you may be looked at by others as follows.
● Federal agencies that monitor human subject research,
● Human Subject Research Committee,
● The group doing the study,
● The group paying for the study, or
● Regulatory officials from the institution where the research is being conducted who want
to make sure the research is safe.
Upon completion of the study, the data, or information collected during the study, will be destroyed.

[7.] Voluntary Participation: Participation in this study is completely voluntary. Choosing to
withhold consent will not impact you in your job. You and/or your child can withdraw from the
study at anytime without any penalty.

[8.] Risks and Benefits: There is a chance that a data breach could occur, in which data from
you could be accessed by someone other than Alexis Sliva. However, steps are being taken to
protect collected data. The chances of such a breach are minimal. You will not benefit directly from
participating in the study. However, we believe that the results will help improve the education
system as we know it.

[9.] Contact Information: Please feel free to call the researcher, Alexis Sliva, at 763 218 3024
or lexi.sliva@du.edu or contact Dr. Tara Raines, her faculty advisor at
Tara.Raines@du.edu or 303 871 7015. with any questions of concerns about participation in
this study.
Please mark below whether you agree to participate in the study, sign the form and return it to
Alexis Sliva.
□ Yes, I agree to participate in this study.
□ No, I do not give consent participate in this study.
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Participant name (print)

Participant signature
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Appendix B - Interview Protocol
1. What sparked the desire to become a SRO?

2. Describe a typical day as an SRO

a. What is of particular challenge in your daily role?

3. How would you describe your role and discuss your daily duties?

4. Who do you report to (DPD, Safety & Security, DPS)?
5. What role do you play in disciplinary matters (impact on STPP)?

a. In what ways does this school, including yourself, use discipline?
b. What kinds of disciplinary techniques are used (i.e. exclusionary, alternative)?
c. What influences level of involvement in disciplinary matters?

6. Tell me about your relationships with people in the school (admin, teachers, students)

7. Describe your collaboration with others in the building (admin, school psych, etc.)

8. Do you feel supported in this role here?
a. If so, give me examples of supports in place
b. If not, how would you like to be supported?
9. What is your favorite & least favorite part about being an SRO?
10. Tell me about the training you received before becoming a SRO
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Appendix C - Fieldnote Guide
Date:

Time:

Participants:

Descriptive Notes
Interactions:

Reflective Notes
Researcher questions to self

Unplanned events:

Participant’s comments:
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Researchers observation of what seems to
be occurring

Observations of nonverbal behaviors and
interpretations
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Appendix D - Memo Protocol
Describe the scene:

Explanation of what happened (tell the story; what & why):

Interpretation of events (analysis thus far):

Themes or patterns that are emerging:

Emerging ideas/hunches:

What do I know? What don’t I know and how can I find out next time?:

Questions for next observation
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Appendix E - Coding Tree
Protector

Educator
Responsibilities
Mentor

Challenges

Alternatives

Ticketing &
Handcuffing
Influence on
Discipline
SRO vs Patrol
Officer

STPP/SPJJ

Process of
Becoming an SRO
Shared
Experiences of
SROs

Neighborhood
Grew Up In

Training

No Typical Day

Relationships with
School Staff
Unique Profile of
SROs

Favorite/Least
Favorite Part of
Being SRO

Relationships with
Students
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CONCLUSION
This dissertation built upon existing foundational literature about SROs, their role
in disciplinary matters at school, contributions to SPJJ, and the extent to which they
effectively perform their roles. School psychologists were called upon to expand their
role to include advocacy of appropriate and effective disciplinary actions in school.
School psychologists make strong advocates, frequently contemplating new avenues of
support for youth's academic, emotional, behavioral, and social success. Creating a
partnership with SROs remains poised to push this agenda and create a more positive,
productive school climate. This dissertation investigated avenues that encouraged
collaboration between school psychologists and SROs, specifically concerning
disciplinary measures and law enforcement referrals that disproportionately impact
minoritized communities.
Manuscript One examined current school disciplinary measures and SRO
literature. The literature review demonstrated a gap in research related to the role of
SROs and how school psychologists are primed to collaborate with them. Considering
this gap, partnership domains between SROs and school psychologists were proposed.
Manuscript One served to advance relationships between SROs and school psychologists,
calling upon school psychologists to act as allies for students of color through appropriate
disciplinary action advocacy.

176

Consequently, Manuscript Two detailed a single qualitative case study examining
the roles and experiences of SROs employed at an urban school district. This
investigation utilized qualitative data collection procedures, including semi-structured
interview, observation, and document review. Despite school efforts to provide youth
with a safe and supportive climate, the common practices of exclusionary discipline
techniques known as suspension and expulsion have reportedly caused more harm than
good. Exclusionary discipline techniques disproportionately impact BIPOC students,
increasing school non completion and decreasing connection to the school (Mallett, 2016;
McCarter, 2016; Owen et al., 2015). This investigation emphasized the role of SROs in
school disciplinary actions, highlighting their direct influence on SPJJ and how SROs in
the participating school district were utilized. Existing literature on SROs has centered
around quantitative data and results, not on the qualitative experiences of SROs and selfdescribed function. This study intended to fill the gap in qualitative literature and
research of SROs perceived role inside schools.
Data analysis unveiled four main themes: Responsibilities, Influence on
Discipline; Shared Experiences of SROs; and Unique Profile of SROs. The three main
responsibilities identified, mentor, educator, and protector, were endorsed by all
participants in this study and it aligned with NASRO’s predetermined identification of
SROs roles. Notably not associated with the SRO role was involvement in school
disciplinary actions. Participants reported their involvement in discipline occurred once
youth misbehavior hit a criminal level and impacted the student’s safety or the safety of
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others. Other remarkable findings consisted of the experiences shared between SROs in
the district, containing the variety of the amount of law enforcement experience prior to
becoming an SRO, acknowledging the power of discretion they could utilize as an SRO,
understanding their role in the school as different than a patrol officer, growing up in the
same area they were employed which reportedly provided a deeper sense of connection to
youth, and the lack of required training related the SRO role. Additionally, the SROs
endorsed their unique passion to work with youth as a driving factor for seeking out the
SRO position.
These were imperative findings for the future and direction of school safety and
security practices, including law enforcement within schools. Upon recruitment for the
role, officers should be assessed for their willingness and desire to work with children
and adolescents. Additionally, as outlined in the discussion section, it remains essential
that SROs are required to receive training prior to beginning their position in a school.
Partnerships and collaborative relationships with school staff will assist in effectively
conducting their responsibilities within the school system.
Derived from the findings, school psychologists and SROs are asked to
collaborate to diminish SPJJ. School psychologists acquired knowledge and skills to
assist in providing training to SROs through a collective partnership. Identified
imperative recommendations include specialized training, creating school-justice
partnerships with a robust memorandum of understanding, and universally implementing
positive, trauma-informed discipline practices. School psychologists can rely on their
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training in areas such as human behavior, the ability to collaboratively problem-solve,
and their familiarity with principles of organizational and systemic change (Castillo &
Curtis, 2014). The training they have received prior to their position as a school
psychologist creates the foundation for advocacy in their role. The future partnership
between SROs and school psychologists as the potential to encourage the depletion of
SPJJ and address current injustices amongst minoritized communities that have occurred
in our school discipline system for far too long.
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